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Liner Notes
A Mixtape by Connor Towne O’Neill
To my mother for teaching me to hear, to my father for teaching me to listen, and to my Aunt 
Betty for her loving lap and for the books that she read to me
Who, if I shouted, among the hierarchy of angels
Would hear me?  And supposing one of them
Took me suddenly to his heart, I would perish
Before his stronger existence.
--Rainer Maria Rilke “The Duino Elegies”
I think my grandma pulled some strings on the low
Thats between her and the lord I’ll ever know
--Big K.R.I.T. “Dreamin’”
Acknowledgments
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generosity in making this trip happen.  And to Kiese Laymon for asking me to be as honest and 
accountable to myself and to my art and for so generously pointing out the pieces left on the 
ground that I need to sweep up
Author’s Note
	
 Dear reader, I’ve taken every other metaphysical liberty with this piece (as you will soon 
see) and beg your pardon for now calling a sort of literary “Uno” to play this last card and have a 
moment with just the two of us.
	
 The spring becomes you.  It was not my intention for this crumbling fourth wall to ruffle 
your feathers.  It is so nice to see you as I peek through the velvet curtain and address you 
beautiful migrating birds directly--as a nervous director might before scampering back stage to 
start the show.
	
 Perhaps it is only fitting, seeing as these texts, fiction and otherwise, reveal a great deal 
about my personal and artistic processes.  You will see a great deal of me in the proceeding 
pages, maybe too much at times, not enough at others, but it has been a long migration.  For both 





From: Zachary Towne-Smith <ztowne@gmail.com>
Subject: Re: Last Section
Date: May, 8 2011 10:48:44 AM EDT
To: Connor Towne O’Neill <Connor_Oneill@me.com>
In this crazy city headless bodies and bodiless heads appear and disappear into massive holes in 
the concrete that swallow whole homes while they're at it.  In this upside down country all the 
inconsistincies and consequences of our hubris are stripped naked to eye and heart and soul.
Osama's been hunted down and shot the fuck up along with the poor repressed women he 
shielded himself behind.  not only did he hate freedom, he was a coward.  but somehow the 
further i get from the epicenter of the navel staring titanium bubble the closer i get to what i wish 
was my origin.  what i feel is my origin.  where i feel understood and where my heart 
understands.
Not sure why your visit coincided with nearly every bus breakdown i've ever experienced on the 
winding and rutted roads cavorting across this crumpled tin foil umbilical cord of north america.  
but there we were pissing into the dried out corn fields while the driver and his helper hoisted a 
tire twice their size and weight off the top of the school bus, changed out the flat and horsed it 
back up on their shoulders.
On the day of the horse, the deer, man, and the 4 corners of the universe i write you now.  the last 
kej i remember together with you our cigars had me puking and you bawling atop a reconstructed 
ode to historicism and spiritual tourism.  it was dark by then and the candles kajkan lit on the big 
stone altar twinkled in the middle of the grand plaza below us, and to the west.  images of a 
slaughtered chicken i was afraid to take with my camera bandy between us as we recall our first 
ceremony together atop pascual abaj just outside chichi.  Steve was the peanut butter man on that 
trip.
and nate?
I get lost in this reverie, can't seem to tease out the point.  can't figure out how to conclude so i 
use big words and hope you get as lost as i do and won't realize that this is going nowhere.  if i 
knew where it were going i could go back and edit, put in the work to make this a worthy to your 
obra.  but i just keep on meandering through the glorified home and school parents meeting i 
dragged you along to in cunén, Quiché, and how we eventually found a place to light some 
candles in Saculeu, Huehuetenango.
It strikes me that we should take a trip to africa together.  or maybe wales.  or both.  maybe we 
can find some kind of connection between the two origins.  one gave us our white skin passport 
to waspy aristocratic debtor status.  the other...  
I'm tryin to get at something with an urgency i can't communicate.  this after all is your field.  i 
prefer a few verses with cheap rhymes that elicit smiles and hipshaking.
My cup is runnin over, over here.
Sung to the tune of move on over brother by little walter that you put in my new ipod nano.
So move on over brother.  i love you.  i'm proud of your trip and what your distilling from it.  
you more than anyone else know how close i am to home.  how easy it is to get in touch and be 
with me, wherever i am.  you are the only one who speaks the language of my dreams.  capoeira 
and blues, cumbia y el corazon de la tierra, corazoon del cielo.  be strong man.  deer.  four pillars 
of the universe.  i lean on you much more than you know.  all three of us do, youngest brother.
Fleet foxes flit through my cerebellum.  i'm gonna go make a birthday breakfast for my bride.  
have a good kej.
zach
IIn which the author catches his reflection, worries, and descends
 The bus nods its head as it hits a pot hole pulling into the station and the backpack on my 
lap hops into the air for a second and then falls.  I’m half asleep, clinging to the last seconds of 
colorless void on this side of the window.  The movement and the haze meant that I wasn’t there 
yet.
 Then the bus stops.
 The fat guy sitting across the aisle who got on with me in Memphis at 5:15 am with a bag 
of Cheetos stands up and I follow suit.  He scootches out and roots around to get all his bags.  I 
half-lean on my backpack--the only thing I have with me--and wait for him to finish and get off.
 All I’ve got in there are two half full jars of peanut butter, a few t-shirts, some undies and 
too many books.  My iPod’s dead and I don’t have a charger, but the headphones still rest around 
my neck. My eyelids do too.  The guy starts moving and I heave into the aisle after him.  We are 
about half way back on the bus and I nervously peer out of each window we pass, trying to catch 
a hopeful glimpse of what’s waiting for me.  And each step wakes me up a bit more but the 
driver still sticks his hand out as I disembark, as if he expects me to fall to the gravel below.
 But I make it.  It’s so much colder than I expected Mississippi to be and I pull the hood of 
my brother’s rain jacket up and set my eyes down again.  The bus station was a sorry looking 
square building, one story.  Brick and unmarked.  There’s a woman sitting next to the entrance, 
huddled under a pink fleece blanket, its ends frayed and tied.  She doesn’t look up but asks the 
bus driver when the station will open.  He tells her that it doesn’t open unless a bus comes in, and 
this the only one that comes through everyday.  So if its not open now its probably wont.
 My knees slowly move towards each other and my stomach towards my hips.  I have to 
pee and I have to find out where I am, where I am going. I feel like I did as a third grader when I 
didn’t know anyone, lost and afraid to look beyond the six inches in front of my shoes.   I had 
thought I could at least warm up inside, maybe huddle in a corner and put off the trip a little 
longer, find my story after I’d counted some more sheep.  Those stolen moments might pull back 
a curtain.
 But I done enough theft--of music and time--and the door was locked with no spare pink 
blankets to crawl under.  So I ask the bus driver which way town is.  He’s climbing back onto the 
bus, his black New Balance knock-offs squeak on the stairs and he points to the left.  He is in his 
bucket seat behind the plexiglass and reaches far out--I think he’s extending a hand to me--and 
pulls the door closed.  I don’t ask how far.
 The fat man slips into a leather jacket and blows into his hands as he paces the parking 
lot.  He must have a ride.  I curse myself for not bringing gloves and I start trudging, making it 
out of the parking lot before the bus starts up.  Turning to watch it climb the ramp back onto the 
highway I realize I’m here, alone in the Mississippi Delta.  Gone to find Robert Johnson...or 
something.
 I’d been trying to figure out what this tag line would be ever since I found out that I got 
the grant to go on this trip.  I was driving with my father a few weeks before I left and he turns to 
me at a red light and says
 “So Con, you’re going to hear: ‘so why are ya down here?’  a lot.  What are you going to 
tell them?”
 I turn over all the convoluted answers about mythologizing and music and know that 
none of it will fit in a five second sound bite.  I try to think of a lie--I’m a photographer, or a 
vagabond there for no particular reason.  But none of it sticks and we are quiet and still until the 
light turns green.
 Now I’m hoping that the trip will tell me why I’m here.
 But I try not to think about reasons yet.  The sun’s not even up yet and I just want to head 
down the shoulder of the highway, to slip into the soil of the cotton fields to the left and sift 
through the dirt of it’s song--hopefully in the direction of town.  My sneakers slip on the banks of 
the snow that crowd the road and I walk slow, even in the cold.  There’s no sign of town coming 
soon, I’m making my own slow way into oblivion.  The parking lots are still too big, the yards 
with broken down sedans too many to suggest ‘town.’
 Barbecue places with their fronts boarded up, a bar with a broken window, these sights 
don’t ring with the familiar yet they don’t seem unannounced.  I don’t know if I can admit its 
what I expected.
 The sky is a navy blue t-shirt, the horizon a bleached cuff of purple.  Dipping down so far 
its like watching the ship pass over your head as Star Wars starts.  I keep asking myself why the 
hell I had to come down here in the first place.  Didn’t I know myself well enough already?  Or 
didn’t I know how to listen without wanting my eyes taking in all this furniture of the room that 
this music was made in and the room I tell myself I’m writing in?  Or don’t I know how to write 
without someone else’s story?
 A car passes me finally, after too long had turned to panic and it looks like it too drove 
out of some latent, unimagined part of my head.  We’re headed the same way so I hear it before I 
see it.  I force myself to keep moving and not stop and stare at this reminder of a breathing living 
world, to move like I’ve got a purpose.  The car finally passes, its somewhere between bronze 
and gold colored sedan, a boat of a car, and lifted to fit triangular chrome rims.  It looks like its 
wearing hip-waders or like one of those houses they show on tv in the gulf, up on stilts to protect 
from flooding.  Its blasting what must be rap, inside he sound must be terrific but to the outside 
ear its awful.  It’s not just the cold that makes me wish I was on the inside of this boat with the 
light blue MS plates with a lighthouse shining in the center.
 But at least I’m not alone.  I’m headed in the right direction and the sun is steady 
creeping.  More cars pass, less flashy, a few look as they drive past.  I can’t help but look to see 
if they are looking at me.
 I try and embrace the solitude, remind myself that if anyone else were here with me, to 
help deflect the looks of passerby, I could co-opt their reasons and rationale.  Or we could just 
jive up something that sounded good.  Put words on it, shield it out.  Just soak it in, I tell myself 
and inhale deeply.  The cold air makes me swallow hard.
 It’s too early to have all my intake valves open yet and too early for me to know that they 
aren’t open.  Its a childlike haze that I’m walking in.  Only half a mile off the bus and still no 
sign of town.
 I got on the first bus nearly 24 hours before after waiting in the middle of downtown DC 
in an extended parking lot with a group of folks headed back up north to Philadelphia.  The 
center of this parking lot where we stood was like one of those indoor putting greens that they 
have in sporting good stores--long and narrow and felt, except this one was orange and had mesh 
overhangs above it.  Screen printed onto them were photographs.  Megabus opts for more 
alternative, exposed locations to pick up and drop off, eschewing traditional bus stations.
 The photograph that hung above me as I lingered at the back of the Philly line was of 
these four black dudes dressed in all white, their backs to the camera.  A wedding I guessed.  It 
was angelic, overexposed, and out of focus.  I stared at it while I wondered where the line to 
Knoxville was.
 And I kept staring at it, feeling too awkward to steal glances at all the travelers on the 
putting green.  I started stamping my feet the way Mom does when its cold out and you have to 
stand still.
 The sun was rising sherbet on the glass office buildings and I took off my headphones to 
listen to the city tune up to the key of the new day.  Low rumbles of buses and some dead air.  I 
try and match its pitch and try to decide if I should forget about the guy in the train station.
 Confession: I rarely have all of my wits about me in the morning.  Nor do I have a good 
sense of direction, or even know what might entail.  So there I was in the Foggy Bottom stop 
trying to figure out which direction the train is going to take me to this car park putting green.  
I’m already through the gates and halfway down the stairs when I realize I don’t have a clue.  I 
turn around and start to head back, to find somebody to ask.  I stop the first guy a see---maybe 
mid-thirties, wearing one of those golf hats without any ear flaps.
 “Excuse me, sir, which wa...”
 Cocking an eyebrow and pointing to the guys at the entrance wearing the reflective 
orange vests “I think you should ask one of those guys” he says.
 My breath catches for a second.  The glass shattering on the floor before you realize 
you’ve even dropped it.  Did he think I asked him for directions because I thought he worked 
here because he’s black?  That shit is so dumb.  But does he think I’m racist?  Can’t that dude 
just be a grouchy morning person and not be the judge of my character because he might think 
I’m a bigot.  I hate myself for being so dumb and glare at that dude for not just pointing to the 
left.
 The thing is my filters aren’t working properly yet.  I’m trying to be that sponge and soak 
the whole trip in.  I’m even in this dingy, underground, arching concrete dome in the first place 
because I’m trying to jolt myself into thinking about and write about what sort of place I have in 
the contorted, absurd, illusive exchange between white and black folks, north and south in the 
music I steal, right?  So I’m overeager, uninitiated, and so every little bit, from the morning’s 
first glimpses of the fur contoured around a woman’s neck on her hunched walk to work to the 
wondering about what movie I see reflected in the window, playing on the laptop of the old black 
man sitting three rows up on the train seems to matter. I can’t tell yet where this fits.  Or if.  Its so 
dumb.
 So before I get on that bus to Knoxville, I take one more look at that angelic photo double 
timing as an awning, I watch the still-low sun hit the east side of the Washington monument, and 
I imagine the day’s progression, hitting all the sides, and a thought pops into my head, already 
fully formed.  Everyone should have someone who think that they are racist.  I lean back in my 
seat, wondering if its a revelation or if I’m the last to know, and fall asleep with a book of poems 
about Leadbelly open in my lap.
 The first bus I was supposed to get on was in New York City--an overnight 1-5 am and 
then transfer in Washington and head to Tennessee.  I had to hightail it out a day early though, on 
account of a storm barreling towards the Northeast that promised to snow me in for at least two 
days.
 I was up in Poughkeepsie, NY, working an on-campus job over the college’s winter 
break.  That job entails the scanning and cataloging of images for art history professors.  Its part 
of a project to create a digital library and archive on par with the real live, in-the-flesh, book 
bound one.  It means that I color correct a lot images in photoshop.  The day before I left I spent 
a good twenty minutes learning Elvis dance steps next to the hissing radiator with my boss.  She 
looked at me, we’re both a little winded, and says,
 “Big C, I think you’ve got a future in Elvis impersonating,” 
 I laugh, uneasily, and she queues up a video of Jailhouse Rock.  We sit in front of it in 
silence and I half imagine what the bus will look like when I go south, but can’t keep the rows 
clear of folks in long V-necks and studded white suits, swapping the detailed and inane anecdotes 
that swarm around the music like flies.  I try and laugh at it but can’t help but wonder if I’m 
already, in some way, on that bus.  And do I have to get off that one and transfer in Memphis?
 It’s there at work that I realize that if I don’t clear out before it starts snowing that I won’t 
make it out, that I’ll miss my bus in Knoxville, the non-refundable Greyhound ticket 18 times 
more expensive than the Megabus ticket to get from Washington to Knoxville, that I’ll be 
stranded in the North, in more ways than one, and won’t be finishing my thesis.  Pacing the room 
I wish I hadn’t put so much weight on this trip.  No one else had to travel to the South to do their 
thesis, why do I need to be so stagy?  But the truth was I’d been hiding from the South, or really, 
been hiding from the South and the music and the people that have emerged from it.  Content to 
consume it from my home in Lancaster, PA or Poughkeepsie, NY.  Content to cop an abstruse 
cool, to dig into it and write wildly on top of it, and conveniently ignore the ways in which I 
relate to it in terms of race and experience.  That is, close my eyes and ears to the human part of 
it.
 And now the snow was going to keep me from going there and finding a reason to be 
there.
 I start to imagine those large beads of sweat falling from Elvis’ face into the green and 
red scarves.
 “I don’t know if you’re gonna make it out Connor” Amy calls from his office, half 
looking at her screen, half at me.  She’s probably got a weather report up.  And I realize, I 
actually have to leave this minute, without a bag packed or hotel reservation made, or even a 
shadow of a firm idea just what it is that I’m looking for down there.
 But I’ve got to go.
 So I went.  I logged out of my email, closed twitter, facebook, the music blogs, the 
episode of Parks and Recreation I had up, iTunes, and sprinted home, threw some clothes into 
my backpack, grabbed some oranges and a bag of cookies from the kitchen and trudged my 
nervous feet to the train station.
 That was Tuesday afternoon.  I was originally supposed to leave Wednesday at midnight.
 By the time my Metro North train gets into New york its dark and already snowing.  I 
don’t spend a second outside, hopping from train to subway, Grand Central to Penn, and on 
another train out to Philly before I can even get a slice of pizza down.  But I don’t mind it.  New 
York makes me feel like those dreams where you’re trying so hard to run and the harder you try 
the worse it gets, or that your legs became a mold for jello and it starts setting the more you walk 
around.
 Being from Lancaster, I think about New York the way you might look up at a drop of 
rain hanging from the brim of your cap.  You can’t move your neck or it will fall in your face, so 
you just push your eyes to the farthest point up in their sockets and feel the strain.  New York is 
that raindrop, hanging over me.
 But really I hate the subway.  I’ve ridden it too many times for the novelty of knowing 
how to navigate it to turn the corner of my mouth into a grin  but don’t ride it consistently 
enough to let those rickety cars fade from my front of my mind.  So I look at the ads, they’ve 
changed every time I’m on and I read them over and over, not knowing where else to look.
 Confession: I like to look at people.  Try to read them, pin them down, guess why they 
are in midtown at 7 on a Tuesday.  The kid with baggy jeans tucked behind the tongues of his 
white reeboks holding his girlfriend’s hand is probably a tourist.  The fat latino guy across from 
me in the Yankees letterman probably works down here, and maybe the woman in the pea coat 
and an iPad is probably headed with me to Penn Station to get back to New Jersey on her 
commute, her Mercedes or maybe her Chrysler 300 collecting snow on its windshield in the 
Metuchen parking lot.
 Only the Letterman jacket catches me looking at him and I have to quickly look up at the 
magic bleach dental ad above him.  I unconsciously rub my tongue across my teeth and wish that  
I had remembered to brush before I left.  This is why I like to look at folks, because when I look 
away I’m afraid they’ll look at me, see me rubbing the dots of plaque on my teeth.  I want to be 
doing the looking.  Man I hate New York.  Every time I’m here I can’t help but get down.  
Holden Caufield’s right, New York at night can make you feel so damn lonely.
 But the subway ride is quick, and then the ducking and dodging through trench coats and 
sweatshirts, athlete instinct kicking in.  Its not mental, I’m out of my head.  I’ve only got a few 
minutes before the train to Philadelphia leaves so I grab a slice and take a few bites in front of 
the mirrored pillars.  I stand there and look at my reflection look at all the other reflections of 
itself in the glass.  Grease drips onto my shirt.  I tighten the straps of my back pack and loosen 
my scarf.  I scan myself to see if I look too much like a tourist.  As much as I don’t like being in 
the city, I wouldn’t mind folks thinking that I’m from this city.
 And then I’m on the train, forehead pressed against the glass, listening to Allen Ginsberg 
read Howl, falling in and out of sleep.  I’m headed to Philadelphia to spend the night with my 
cousin and her family--some shelter from the storm.  She’s waiting at the Chestnut Hill stop 
when I get there.  Well, her car is stuck at the bottom of Bethlehem Pike and I had to slide and 
skid down the hill to get to her. Its after midnight and I can’t get any traction in my sneakers, 
three maybe four inches have already fallen.  I think of Ginsberg, life vibrating under my feet.  
The trip not starting on a bus doesn’t matter, that I’m not surrounded by an accent I don’t know 
yet isn’t the point.  And its not the point that I started 28 hours too early or that I’m still uncertain 
what the hell I’m going to find in the south.  Moving will take me somewhere.
  Sleep, coffee, and a morning violin recital from my four year old cousin who delicately 
pulls her bow across the strings in sharp yelps.  The burgeoning sounds wake me up much more 
than the caffeine and then I’m back on the train, headed for DC and for the bus.
 A modeling scout had approached me on the platform, gave me her card card and told me 
she loves my “whole thing.”  I self-consciously adjust my 90s Pittsburgh Penguins hat with the 
ironic wavy block lettering and wish I was wearing something cooler than my brother’s dirty red 
pullover rain jacket.
 I’m disarmed by her Sandra Bullock southern accent and reach out to take her card.  We 
start to board and I follow her onto the train.  My vanity is kick-started and I’m unsure if I should 
sit next to her or far away and let that little bit of ego petting be enough.  I have no interest in 
modeling, I tell myself.  I should get back to thinking about this trip, focusing.
 But I’m too eager for more compliments from this Southern belle with too much makeup 
on and so I sit down behind her.
 She immediately turns and keeps chatting about how she scouts people.  During a pause I 
ask her where her accent is from.
 “Well, Oxford Mississippi” she nods.
 I tell her I’m headed to the Delta and she, like everyone else I’ve told, asks me where I’m 
flying into.
 “I’m taking the bus”
 “Oh,” her streamlined eyebrows fall just the slightest bit.  “Well now, I bet you’ll meet 
some interesting people doing that.  Maybe even a blues singer!”  She shakes her head at the 
prospect.  “Now who are ya going with?”
 Its hard to tell if she is still interested or not, now that we aren’t talking about her.
 “Just me” I say, putting up both hands in a half shrug, then flipping them over towards 
me by way of explanation.
 “Oh, well, its safe.”
 I wish she would have tried to believe it a bit more.  The grainy, sepia colored images I 
have of Mississippi pop into my head and I try not imagine any danger lurking in the shadows, or 
what that danger might look like.
 She gives me the number of a stepson from an ex-husband.  “He works all up and down 
highway 61.”  He was a liquid fertilizer meter reader on barges that run on the Mississippi river.  
She told me I could call him if I ever got in a tight spot.  Then she asks me how much I’m paying 
for these bus tickets.
 “Well its $5 from Washington to Knoxville, that’s on Megabus and its $90 from there to 
Clarksdale on Greyhound.”  I pinch my thigh for hanging that sentence like I was from the 
South.
 “Ain’t that cheap.  I’ll have to keep that in mind if I ever fall on hard times and I have to 
head home”
 The train lurches to a stop and she rises, grabbing her purple Coach bag.
 “This one’s mine” she says.  “Good luck to ya. And come and see us at the open call next 
week.”
 I nod, then stand stupidly, say it was nice meeting her and sit down again quickly.
 Snow is still falling outside Philadelphia and I try to watch the clumpy flakes fall but all I 
could look at was my reflection in the window.  What was my whole thing?  What kind of hard 
times had I fallen on to want to go down there on the bus and how far from home was I going?
 I fall asleep for a little while and when I wake up there are some business ladies sitting in 
the rows ahead of me.  They are all on their iPhones or Blackberries, clucking about business.  
The one closest to me in the blood red blouse and the short dark gelled hair is saying “2 am and 
I’m up in bed, calls, texts, emails like its noon.”  She waves her phone for emphasis.  “It’s like, I 
have to turn it off by 9 pm or Gary gets jealous.  And I’m asking myself, what did I do before I 
had this?”
 “What did you do?” Asks the other without looking up from her screen.
 I take out my book and try to read for the rest of the time but I’m agitated, distracted.  A 
hook is starting to curl itself around my navel.  I keep looking up and peering out the window, 
afraid I’ll miss something, something that might tell me what I’m looking for.  But all I see are 
barren pastures, muddy with melting snow.  I’m south of the Mason Dixon line now, but things 
look a lot like home.
 “NSA, CIA, FBI.  It’s crazy man.”
 I’m sitting in a tapas bar in Gerogetown with my oldest and best friend Luke.
 “They have a digital profile that’s more accurate than any diary you keep and they’ll sell 
it to the people willing to pay for it.”
 Luke had jumped all over what I thought was a pretty innocuous comment I made about 
how easy and clean Gmail was when I borrowed his phone to check my email.
 I don’t like think of him as a conspiracy theorist, but he does go out on a few limbs.  And 
I have a tendency to believe the folks who I know read more than I do.  He reads every article on 
the Guardian and I’m lucky if I get through Hip Hop is Read every week.
 “They’ve got you dude.  They know everything about you.  In a year you’re gonna be 
going into job interviews and those recommendation letters won’t get anywhere, they’ve got all 
they need.”  He chuckles, “and more honest too.”
 We’re in Gerogetown so the place we’re eating at is pretty trendy.  Soccer on the tv above 
the bar and low lighting, only a candle on the table.  The flame kicks around in a dish and traces 
a W on Luke’s face, keeping his eyes concealed from the flickers.
 When anyone else is with us, Luke likes to tell stories, our stories I guess.  Scenes of high 
school high jinx, long drives with a blunt or sneaking to clandestine parties.  He’s good at telling 
them, getting animated and taking liberties.  I like to hear them and not just the indulgences he 
takes.  I like to feel included, like a story I’m in is worth telling.  I’ll chime in occasionally to 
correct him about which window we snuck in, but mostly its Luke who talks.
 But when its just the two of is we talk more about Luke.  Its easier for me to listen, to 
pepper with questions, than it is to talk about myself.  And Luke loves to talk.
 And here he is, going a mile a minute on the internet’s potential to render the most full 
and accurate and idiosyncratic descriptions of people.  I flinch when I think of my own stories’ 
characters, their half formed, doughy lives in misshapen fictive worlds.  I wonder what my 
characters Google when they are killing time during the 3 oclock dregs at work.
 Luke takes another bite of his seared tuna.  He had run down the list of all the tapas that 
he loved (which was most of the menu) and the tuna, pan fried for just a second to brown the 
outside and leave the inside raw.  The process resonates with me.  He had recommended the 
gambas con ajillo but when I only ordered a drink, he bought them for me.
 I ask him what sources I should read everyday.
 “Drudge” he says. I’m not sure when his voice got so deep.
 “The Drudge Report?  I’ve heard of that, not the most pleasing name.”
 “Peter Drudge runs it,”  He says, ignoring the aesthetics.
 “Its one guy?”
 He sets his drink down and smiles.  Already he has the slow, composed movements of a 
politician.  “Movers and shakers, dog.”
 Earlier that evening, Luke had taken me on a walking tour of the campus.  Its the first 
time I’ve been down to DC to visit him.  We walked briskly through the frosted night streets, 
leering up at the grand, colonial buildings.  I half expected to see a horse and carriage clop by the 
red brick and white painted houses.
 We climbed the fire escape of a dorm and from the top we could see the entire city.  Pools 
of light flickered on the Potomac and beyond it lay the capital and the monuments.  It was hard 
to keep feelings of grandeur at bay.
 “I love it here man” Luke tells me.
 I’m not sure if he means the roof view or the city.
 Before collapsing onto his lumpy futon that night, I get onto the internet on my iPod and 
book a flight home.  Six days in the Delta to find my voice, I tell myself.  The hook turns a bit 
tighter and I lay down and try to focus on my breathing. I tell myself that the project is kind of 
set up to fail, I’m not going to look for Robert Johnson, to sell my soul at the crossroads, or 
dance with the devil.  But how can it even be Quixotic without a windmill?  I fall asleep, hoping 
that a dream might pave some of this for me.
 On the bus the next morning, as I try to ignore the blasting trombones that score the on-
board screening of “Inception,” I turn over the last thing that Luke said to me before we said 
goodbye.  He had risen with me at 6 am and we crunched granola in silence and walked out into 
the pallid-grey-dawn streets.  I had stolen two slices of multi-grain bread when Luke brushed his 
teeth.
 Parting ways a few blocks up Luke gives me directions to the closest train stop.  He is off 
to he gym before six hours of class and his corporate internship.
 “Here it is, bro,” he points down the street.  “Straight on til morning.”
 We hug and he turns and starts jogging up the street.  His shiny red nikes catch my eye 
and I get a pang, wanting for a minute to be able to dissolve into his life, to have his structure, 
and goals and ambition, to have his work to do.  I smile, grateful for his Peter Pan allusion.  Then 
I stand up straight, hike my backpack up and spend the walk to the station trying to convince 
myself that I have my own work to do and that the next morning I won’t be passing in to a  
Neverland.
 Finally I’m on the bus, watching my own reflection fly through the snow dusted hills of 
Virginia.  I had slept for the first few hours of the trip, almost immediately sacking out in my 
seat.  I have the capacity to cordon myself off, draw a bubble around myself and live in my own 
head.  It comes in incredibly handy at moments like these.  I guess I developed it on the long car 
rides we used to take as a family up to Maine.  No gameboys or DVDs, just a Nanci Grifith tape 
in, watching the lines of the guard rail blur by so it looked like the beam was floating along, and 
then changing glances and suddenly the support rails thudded into place.  I was, and I guess to a 
large degree still am, endlessly entertained by the tricks of perspective.
 After waking my neck was stiff from collapsing straight back into the seat and my mouth 
was dry from hanging open in a stupor.  I rest my head on the cool glass of the window and let 
the faint whites and peaking greens and the semi-transparent portrait of myself gloss over each 
other.
 The ride was uneventful but never felt long.  The sun rose and then started to dip again 
and the reflections started to change.  The light shined in directly through the windows to the 
other side and on my glass I could see the reflections out the other side of the bus.  The last hour 
before we pulled into Knoxville I could see out one window by looking at the other.
 I used to get this feeling when I was little, the fear of the car stopping, that the small 
vibrations and warm containment would stop and the bubble would burst.  That I’d have to get 
up, speak, move past the window and look directly at things.  With every exit passing I felt 
another pang that we were getting closer.
 By now another movie is on with an actor I think I recognize but don’t like.  He’s kind of 
a dweeb and his moment of epiphany is when he Googles himself and no results are returned.  
We slow and exit the highway.
 The Knoxville Greyhound station is almost empty when I arrive, only a few people ahead 
of me in line to check in.  I’m standing with my backpack at my feet and am eyeing the snack 
stand, trying to decide if I want to buy one of the frozen cheeseburgers.  I tell myself I can’t 
afford it and trying to spot someone I could bum a Newport from to deaden my appetite.  A mom 
and her two kids, clinging to each of her legs, their puffy jackets unzipped and falling off their 
shoulders.  Behind them is an old white guy with a guitar case in each hand and a Willie Nelson 
style braided pony tail.  He’s talking to a young black guy with Fila sneakers and cargo 
sweatpants.  They must be on the same trip because they’re arguing about how long they’ve been 
waiting in Knoxville, cursing the weather.
 The waiting area is composed of rows and rows of wire benches with individual arm rests 
so you can’t lay down.  I sit in the first row, my back to the ticket counter, looking out at the rest 
of the lobby, the rows of benches and behind them the vending machines and suspended from the 
corner, a tv with muted images of flooding on the Weather channel.  The place is starting to fill 
up.  A bus to Atlanta and to Chicago leave just after mine.
 I’ve got a little more than an hour to kill but its too busy to read and I am content to 
people watch.  Already the line at the ticket window winds back up the small staircase, ending 
almost at the door.  Soon I have to take my backpack from off the seat next to me so an old lady 
wearing a jacket buttoned all the way to her throat can sit down next to me.  She inserts herself 
into three separate conversations to comment on the weather in Atlanta.  Everyone around me is 
talking with such a gravitas and the room is getting packet enough to make me feel like the flood 
is coming and I might be in the right place to catch the ark.
 To my right is a guy who I have kept an eye on, hoping he would come my way.  He’s not 
so much talking to himself as he is testifying in a voice loud enough to let you know what he is 
doing, taking the other bus riders on as his captive, in transit parishioners.  His name is Bob, 
though he didn’t introduce himself.  The guy across from us in leather jacket with the salt and 
pepper hair and the Texas accent I guessed, had had enough of Bob and told him so.
 Not totally unfazed but perhaps a little quieter, he turned to me.  I pulled one hand into 
the sleeve of my teal sweater with the other hand tried to shift my position so I could be out of 
the reach of his fecund, curdled smell.
 “He’s the man!” he nods in my direction but I don’t think he’s referring to me.  “Always 
gonna be the man.”  He thumps the heavy, dog eared paper back that’s tucked under one of the 
arms of his deflated, dusty, down jacket.  Its not the bible, or at least I don’t think so with its 
purple cover, but he certainly wields it like it is.
 I’ve always been intrigued by people like this, always making a minute for the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses who come by my apartment at school.  I like to catch a contact of their faith, never 
having felt it myself.  Listening to them talk is a little joy ride of a religious experience.  I’ve 
never really picked up the bible for myself, nor have I gone to church if tomorrow wasn’t 
Christmas.  But I’m a casual observer.
 “How do ya do?”  Bob asks.
 “Hey how are ya” I say too quickly.  I readjust my bag and don’t put my arms back on the 
armrests.
 We sit for a moment in silence.  He turns and faces forward.
 “Its Jesus man” like the words just burst out of him and he’s facing me again.  “Tell me, 
who has stood against him and prevailed?”
 I open my mouth and lift my eyebrows like I have an answer, then close them quickly by 
way of one.
 “I don’t even want to be here.”  His face reacts to his words like the kick back from a 
rifle, recoiling then resetting for another round.  “I want to go home, strum the guitar with my 
father.”
 He’s playing the air guitar now.
 “I don’t want to go home.  I want to go home”
 I wish I asked him where he was headed, where home was and what its like to know, but 
just as soon as he had filled and opened up, he had retreated back into himself like the 
groundhog, resigned to six more weeks of winter.
 I take out my cellphone to text my girlfriend and he must have seen me.
 “Cellphones, helicopters, they just don’t stop, do they?”
 I look up sheepishly to realize that almost everyone around us, myself included, has his 
or her head down, looking at a cellphone screen.  Bob shakes his head, his gray whispy hair falls 
into his skinny face.  He rummages in the pockets of his coat and takes out a walkman and 
headphones that are missing the foam padding.  He punches play and Kelly Clarkson’s “Because 
of You” blasts from the tape.
 About twenty minutes before the bus to Memphis boards I’m standing by the counter 
marked Power Source.  Its a row of maybe ten outlets, all full with cell phone chargers.  About 
half the folks whose phones are charging have stuck around to guard them.  The other half have 
left the oasis to head off to the bathroom or to get one of the neon colored generic brand sodas 
for $.75.  I’m with the former, wondering if this humming can rub off on me, give me a current 
before I float down the Mississippi.
 When they call us to line up I’m slow to gather my things and am halfway back in line, 
behind one of the only other white boys to head to Memphis.  He’s got a big Etnies Backpack 
that almost knocks my face as he turns to introduce himself.  He tells me he’s headed to 
Memphis to see his brother.  That the last time he went, he had to come charging in the doors, 
grabbing his pants so they don’t fall off.
 “They almost closed the door right in my face,” he says.
 “That’s wild” I rack my brain for some anecdote to respond with but the line starts 
moving and, as it always is with conversations with strangers, our thin cord breaks at the smallest  
interruption.
 I wrap that invisible cord around my fingers and stick my hands in the kangaroo pouch of 
my brother’s jacket.  Like my father I have the irresistible urge to hold whatever is in my pockets 
and I clutch a small stone that my mother gave me one morning before I left for the trip.
 “Put it in your pocket” she told me as we ate breakfast and stared at a crossword together, 
“And wherever you are, you are home.”
 I close the fingers of my right hand around it and think of our big red couch in the living 
room, how it looks against the blue carpet and the white walls.  All of the streets in our 
neighborhood end with the word ‘stone’--Keystone, Hearthstone, our road is Flagstone.  The 
name of the development is Shadowstone, and the houses are all more or less variations on a 
theme.  Squat, two story houses, two car garages.  In middle school I would laugh with my 
friends at the only one that stood out, a large triangle sloping roof and stone walls.  We called it 
the California house, resisting the attempt at being different.
 I was so dumb, but quickly get knocked off my high horse when I remember how during 
the summer after my first year at college I came home and gave my parents a hard time for living 
in a development like that.  I was anxious about my surburian Americana roots in a place were 
folks copped a feel of a city on subways, sniveling about how empty suburbs were.  I had 
listened to too much country radio on the backroads of Lancaster and watched MTV in too many 
refinished basements to strike the same pose.  I wished I could tell my parents that they taught 
me how to love and listen and work inside that house, and that its up to me what I do outside it.  I 
wonder as I hand the ticket taker my PA I.D. if I’m in this line because I hadn’t copped enough 
cool to feel good about myself.
 I think about our house, covered by my mother’s flower beds, about the white vinyl 
siding and the green shutters, and look up at the bedroom above the garage with the starry skied 
wall paper, wondering if what I’m looking for is up there or waiting at the end of this bus, or if 
I’ll just keep collecting other folks stories, telling myself I’m looking for my own while I tell it 
through others.
 I sit down a row ahead of Etnies backpack, glad for another window seat.  As the bus 
pulls out, its already dark and most folks fall right asleep.  I stare out the window at the little 
pods driving past us, jealous of their own little space and their own destinations.  The bus is in 
greyscale with all the lights off and only the red tail lights of other cars remind me that I am in a 
world with color.
 Fading in and out of sleep, I begin to lose hold on any sort of sync with the routines of 
the sun.  Its only 8 and I am exhausted, sinking deeper into the seat behind me.  The folks next to 
me are speaking Spanish.  To understand it I would have to tune it and so it remains a babble.  
The leaves of the tree that is my second language were flaky and dry, having entered an autumn 
of neglect.  If they had not yet fallen off the tree they soon would.
 I was hurtling towards Mississippi speaking only one language and looking for my own 
voice to speak it with.  I was unfocusing into a white noise and the only thing that penetrated it 
was Etnie’s iPod, a playlist with Eminem, some twangy country music that I didn’t recognize, 
and a few boleros from Mexico.
 When we pull into Memphis a few hours later my lower back has stiffened and I hobble 
into the station.  I’m hardly awake and sit on another one of the wire benches, my backpack in 
my lap, and collapse into it.  Again the weather channel is on mute.  I try and watch the screen 
fill with the murky brown waters of the Australian and Brazilian floods, the revelations of the 
tv’s flicker in a dark room, butI’m out again almost immediately.  I feel like a child, wandering 
from aisle to aisle of a department store, unable to find my parents.
 Someone wakes me up around 3:30 to tell me my bus is leaving.  I’m on my feet, bag on 
my back before I realize that the line I’m headed for isn’t going to Clarksdale, that the 
anonymous human alarm clock was mistaken.  I slump back to the wire bench and sleep again 
until 5.  Then back on the bus.  There are only five of us in the dark blue abyss.  I’m too tired to 
lift my head up past the first few rows of seats and I sit down in the next open window seat I see, 
in the handicap row.  I think for a second that I should get up, in case someone needs it, but as 
soon as my muscles relax into the chair I know I won’t get up and I fall asleep trying to think of 
my handicap.
 But on the road down highway 61, my legs were moving fine as I walked farther and 
farther down the line.  Civilization kept emerging as the sun kept lifting and the water kept 
seeping into my shoes.  When the road banked to the right I stopped short and felt the sock 
squish against the top of my foot, releasing its water.  Not one hundred feet in front of me was an 
intersection, marked with three large model guitars.  I had stumbled onto the crossroads of 
highways 61 and 49—that mythical intersection where folks say Robert Johnson sold his soul to 
the devil in exchange for his guitar playing skills.  The marker looked a lot bigger on Google 
Maps.  Lots of deals looked to be going down by the time I arrived some eighty years later, but 
they were happening at the Crossroads Furniture Store, the Bud and Beer Grocery, the Grab and 
Go Mini Mart and the Delta Donut shop.  My watch was to the right side of 7 now and the 
intersection was crowded.  I skipped out in front of a pickup to get to the donut shop and ordered 
a glazed and a small coffee.  No place to eat inside so I headed for the curb at the side of the 
highway.  I dunked my donut in the coffee and watched the purplish blue oil swirl in the thick 
black liquid.  I hadn’t had a square meal in more than 24 hours but didn’t feel like I needed one.  
My hands were too cold to write and I just sat there and let the cars rush past in unfocused 





 It had to be past two and Robert still standing there staring.  His window pane peer 
scraping in the night like the young ones who wait collecting change out on the twilight streets of 
Greenwood.  The moonlight shines grey-blue through the glass, polishing his too-big forehead, 
hooding those eyes.  They look like a split level, straining to cradle the world outside.
 Look at him.  See how his left hand boogies the fretboard heroic and all the while his 
right never touches the strings.  He’s ghost-playing and so he has to nod-his tinpot ear down to 
imagine the walking bass-line.
 Not a sound.
 And the guitar is in no condition to play.  With a down the neck crack, fissuring towards 
the base.  A broken bone of an instrument.  The six steel parallel veins, the only the thing holding 
it together, stretching that taut life force up and back, Robert sliding in and catching some for 
himself.  He’s shaking to his bones.  That steel buzz has been the holy ghost sound ever since his 
brother strung up the didley bow in their step-daddy’s sloping Memphis farm house, telling him 
as he plucked and hammered and slid and rang, “A string a year, Robert, you rub each string til it 
give you them three wishes.”  By twelve he had all six and a few secrets too.
 Still got ‘em now but can’t even whisper them without ringing the guitar’s bells.  So he 
stays in colorless sanctuary. 
 
He shows no signs of being beat, though he woke on the other side of dawn and hadn’t 
had the iron of one moment’s calm to straighten his mind’s creases.  Not since Junior bumped 
into him down off Vergie’s porch before he finished swabbing sleep out of his eyes this morning.
 “‘Scuse me, Mr. Johnson,” Junior says, flinching.  “Say, when you changed outta’em 
fancy duds yousa wearin not one minute’go?”
 Not a word from Robert, just the furrowed forehead shooting that right brow skyward and 
those mighty tusk-teeth inching just over his lips.
 “Seen you, reckon I did, outside the jook.  Wearing that pinstripe your ole brother used to 
wear whenever he crawls back inna than those Sundays.”
 Robert shakes his head again and brushes by Junior, flicks down the rest of the steps off 
the porch with a Keep yo Momma clean-occupied ‘til I’m on ta’night over his shoulder at the 
poor fool and he’s down onto the dirt road heading towards Main.
 It’s the same shake of his head at this window now.  He breaks the song’s mute current to 
ford through the day’s river of memories with a quiet head and a steady hand--the way the dust 
dried out the underside of his tongue, making him buckle into a cat yawn.  He remembers how he 
hacked his guitar down and the crunch it made. He can still hear how the planks of the porch 
groaned in good morning and later how the floor boards heaved a bung up cough as that man’s 
broken vinyl body crumpled on to it.  But you’re getting ahead of yourself.
 Yes, five more strings and the way his brother would mould his grimied fingers into 
shapes that murmur out a three chord jump.  He liked the way the sweat mixed with the dust on 
his brother’s hand, forging a clay-like grease that slews the steel of the string and brings out the 
metallic smell like blood in your mouth.  How Mama would call them to take that devil box 
elsewhere and join Pa Dodds in the field and get to work.
 And so soon enough that’s what he did—take it elsewhere.  “I’m trying to make my 
living without picking cotton” he said to the kitchen table the day he left his Memphis home and 
hit the road.  And with that he reached his spindle fingers for the door.  Cleaning my dustpan he 
caterwauls down towards the road so’s to not hear the wood door slam and the hinge creak 
release.
 He doesn’t consents himself a look back, only to the tree line running dark across to 
pastureland’s rows and rows which even out and stand up proper letting his eye see straight down 
the barrel but don’t allow a blink before its disheveled again and the next row fixing itself up and 
all the while Robert just stepping down the road watching the veins of the Tennessee land cross 
and double cross him, standing and sitting.  He was gone.  Gone to Mississippi and gone to find 
his blues.  Gone to see the veins of the land inside his own head, that vessel that creaked out with 
the cluttered lament of a consciousness too sensitive to the paradox of being.
 The rain has started streaking down the window, clearing lines on the glass like he’s 
watching the fields, leaving home again.  They plop diagonal shots and tap out their own falsetto 
blues with Robert’s.  The dirt’s not streaking for its on his side, untouched and thickest at the sill, 
slowly clearing as it moves up, clean at eye level and not hampering his view.
 The drips catch and hold Robert’s face in each flooded prison cell drop, as if the rain is 
snapping his photo and again-and-again with every patter.
 Last time he fixed a stare at glass like this he was waiting for the flash, sitting in the 
photo booth, a cigarette hanging off his lips and his lower jaw extended to keep it balanced.  His 
left eye pulling at the leash, right eye bracing.  He’s got guitar in hand--had to hug it close and 
tuck into the booth so as not to damage the guitar.  The same one now sits in ichoric cracks on 
his knee.  In the photo he’s fretting out a chord when the guitar was new, grinning like he thinks 
he knows what no one else knows, but suppressing it so that cigarette doesn’t tumble down his 
front.  He’s not sure how much to let on and so he stares and waits for you to guess.
 That photo was taken just before that San Anton Vocalion man, so eager to record him, 
had snaked through the back of the crowd during one of his street-side sets.  Must have thought 
no one noticed the white man pussyfooting or how he spoke in the three-piece-suit voice of his, 
inquiring if he’s in the presence of Robert Johnson.  The crowd just nodded and kept dancing 
their own heat into each other’s shade in the scorch-thirsty grass between sidewalk and street.
 The man looks at the Rex theater and the jilted Leland Electric with its crumbled glass 
window, looking over the crowd.  He nodded, San Anton did, thinking how fitting, this boy 
playing outside the colored folk theatre and drawing a bigger crowd than Tarzan playing inside.
 When Robert took a break, the man approached him while the crowd shuffled out.  He’s 
telling him Vocalion’s expanding, wanting to set down some race records, needing some old 
blues boys to oblige them.
 All Robert can think about is how glad he is that he told moth-eaten Biscuit Miller to 
head down his own corner and make his own quarter and not split with twelve and a half cents 
from him, eyeing his open guitar case shining with pledges of confidence from his fellows before 
turning his attention to the agent.  He gives himself a wink to let in sink it.  He made it.
 “Ya used to farm hand or what, boy?” the man asks, grinning.
 Robert nods, left side of his face scrimping up towards that dainty eye, his brow leaning 
down.
 “Took to the road, walked out of your shoes and into your soul?” the man says, looking at 
the torn canvas strips across his sandal-like shoes.  Laced proper though, more out of a sense of 
purpose than a necessity in hoofing from Greenwood to Memphis, San Antonio down 
Shreveport, Jackson, wash it off in Enid and tie one on in Germantown..  Doing quarter corners 
and jook joints, cotton-callused fingers, bent strings, and a receptors out to capture the taste of a 
ragged walk in a broken world.  And now someone wants to set him down to wax.
 He nods his agreement.
 “Well if yer innerrested, come down the Merger hotel tomorrow,” and the man hands him 
a card.  On it it says B. Zell McGillicutty, Vocalion Records and on the back it says handwritten, 
We’ll get you to New York.  With a tip of his hat and one last look at his shoes he was off and 
Robert just standing there, guitar in hand.
 Still tapping time in those jalopy shoes now and every third bar he shoots his eyes with 
that icicle tipped stare towards the bed, trying to work out if she’s still asleep or sneaking peeks 
at his playing.  The light that dodges Robert and enters the room collapses onto the bed like a 
tired traveller.  The woman’s skin is a smoky gossamer against the midnight sheets.  They rivet 
around her bare skin and it is now, as she lays out in front of his, that for the first time, in that 
stolen turn stare, he sees, really looks at, the woman he’s here with.  Early summer wheat 
shimmer blonde and peach-pulp skin.  Her eyes closed but you can still feel her hollow blue 
yonder stare duck her lids and tap at your pupils’ door until you let her in. And for Robert she 
was in.  Bouncing around his imagination ever since she dropped a dime in his guitar case 
outside the Rex some 20 hours ago.
 She was there humming some hurricane number and wobbling her feet along to it when 
he came to the corner that morning, carrying his rawboned guitar case and a bite of breakfast 
nipped from the jook joint who worked meals into his contract.  They snaked him out the full 
meal, claiming he had been in not 10 minutes ago guzzling down the whole plate and not to 
mention the coffee.  Someone had stolen his breakfast, must have posed as him so he had to 
sneak backstage and pick a biscuit and dart out again.  All the while wondering who the hell 
stranger came to town and why he had to pretend to be him.
 Not enough to faze him now, though.  Six string strap over the shoulder just like the 
youngin held cotton bag and he sets in.  Lead high and shrill, tumbling down the register with his 
hard thumb thump and a humming warble landing,
 You better come on in my kitchen
 There’s gon to be rainin outdoors
Dovetail trillin on the release and already folks stopping in their tracks.  Dawn bums and out of 
work hustlers mingle with the passersby and furrowed bodies making room on the curb so they 
don’t spill on to the street.
 Forgetting his breakfast in the finger skip flow, he keeps plunging song after song with no 
release.  The upstrokes on They’re Red Hot come close to clocking his face but he parries his 
own blows and begins to shake, audience hollering out requests and they’re not just the blues but 
swing and jazz and he indulges.  Strumming and hollering, going deep down in his bass and then 
up to a falsetto flat out til he’s out of breath.
 Someone bawls “Terraplane Blues!  Know it?”  And just as quick as the Mississippi sun 
had melted this gig to pressed wax, the record skips and halts.  Souls hit the breaks and turn 
round to stare at the dapper joe in the selfsame pinstripe Robert wore, the one he looted from his 
brother to don when he recorded those songs in San Antonio, the songs that these folks bought 
and know and are now singing along to in Mississip.  And its not just the suit that’s identical but 
the head that beetles up from the collar looks to be the splitting image of Robert too.  It’s 
uncanny.
 So there wasn’t anything to do but play it.  Damn, its him done wrote that whispers across 
the crowd and his kin not bothering to inspect the fool who requested it.  Robert shaken but 
empty-clip thankful the eyes are on him and not on this imposter.  He starts in slower than the 
San Anton record tells it, pushing low down on the fretboard, hands almost touching and the 
open neck sticking straight out at the crowd like the gun barrel taking aim.  Cocked back intro 
and into the song he sings rock bottom quarry low, on the downbeat punching his whole body 
out.
 Onlookers stock still and the stranger beings to flat forward, unblinking, facing him, arms 
out, twinning him line for line in the bending note ether.  He knows it all, every note.
 All Robert has now is the haunted specter guitar that can’t produce one note.  Him just 
standing in the lunar gloom teasing himself with ghost notes.  It was the recording, he tells 
himself.  Setting down the blues, why did he flatten out on wax the Corner and its contour blues, 
the porch and how his brother-guru forming his hands to wail so as the wood slats themselves 
started to cry.  He knows that ears fold on the live buzz not the record hiss.  The wax cannot 
hold.
 But he had done it, wore his brother’s pinstripe and all, shaking B.’s hand and nodding 
and smiling and nodding.  New York they tell him.  Carnegie Hall and the lonesome dirt road no 
more, stage to himself and no one else doing what he’s doing, for he’s doing it up north.
 Only when he stepped in that powder white booth and looked through the glass to see B. 
out there, there was this gang of Mexicans standing there watching.  A short one with the swelled 
slug mustache and the fat one with a Pancho Villa stance poking the skinny one with guitar 
strapped on already.  What if they saw his fingers with their thieving eyes.
 This wasn’t some barroom juke session.  He wasn’t shaping common chords for the three 
winded sheet folk that stick around after Son House is off stage.  No, he’s playing on the dotted 
line sign originals that no one else is licensed to see.  They can hear it sure but they don’t stand a 
speckled pup’s chance escaping his red wagon of copying the blues according to Robert.
 Yet there they were, rice and beaning each other for position to get a glimpse at the black 
boy wail his blues and tear the air.  Not a thing to do but shove the mic to the corner of the room, 
and with his back turned, boxing out the chord snatchers and singing into that corner with the 
Last Judgement howl, he slides down the frets and onto wax.
 Thirteen tracks and he doesn’t turn around once.  Thirteen jerry-built records, a take for 
each cut and one hour in the clean honest white room above his raising.
 All he has to show for it now is the view from this window and his eyes tell that he’s not 
willing to give that up, not yet.  The last thing he wants to do, woozy as he is from lack of sleep, 
is to keep thinking about the day that’s come to pass.  But with no fat to chew all he can do is 
turn his attention to himself and, as first-light genesis comes up on the day, a faint backdrop to 
the willow weeping tree line in a gunmetal turned mandarin flicker, he lets it come.
 
Can you find in bottom of your American mind how he let that last note of “Terraplane 
Blues,” that stutter drop plummet, whimper out and looks his poltergeist in the eye.  His own 
eye.
 Not a word.
 Just the two men, standing with a straight back brusqueness and not blinking.  Robert 
knows he’s been beaten and without a guitar and all.  Who is this stranger with a mirror for a 
body?
 The folks, they don’t seem to notice, just thinking that the playings done they go on their 
way and it’s just Robert and the mirrored stranger standing in front of Rex’s and the parched 
grass still gasping.
 Not until the woman, the one whose been plastered to the wall with the movie posters, 
creaks up, case in hand and begins to lift the guitar from Robert’s arms does he break his gaze.  
With a turpentine slowness he gives in to the woman’s intruding coda.
 Sediment-release slowly, his left eye and then his right hand they put it together.  The 
second his brother set in that first chord shapein his hard bitten hands it was over.  He was over.
Lumberjacking his slides into some shop-window-style couldn’t pay off the debt his clay 
hands owe to his brother.  He’s the one who picked up that shape from the stoop-sitter before him 
and that one from the first nomad drifter to pass through with a guitar strapped on his back.  And 
on and back to the good lord setting down that first C chord with no sharps and no flats.  
Imperfections slipped and scored out in his original slurry pot and here Robert standing and 
blinking to remind himself he’s still here, can still turn the lights out and sense that day is here 
then not and then here again.  But those blinks pull up and down the shades to the eyes of a 
human house same as all the rest on the block.  Same architect, same clay.
 “Its ok, baby” The voice worms through the apples plugging Robert’s ears and a few 
more blinks before he can face the blonde allure.  “Its only me and you that know who he is.”
 And Robert, so desperate or too deflated to keep bouncing down his strings, he believes 
her and she takes his callused salmon palm and walks him into the theater.
 There it was planned and here he is left, with a window and a stranger and a broken guitar 
he’s trying to rebuild just by fretting.  The gleam from the first rays like the projector in the 
theater, throwing light on dark walls and the woman filling Robert’s cup with a yarn which 
unravels down the block to the jook joint where he’s booked to play and where the stranger has 
taken up with the owner’s wife, under pretense of being Robert Johnson.  Robert, broke down 
dubious asks how she knows this and is told he’s speaking to the wife.  Up the back stairs in a 
termite crawl he can be in his own quarters face to face with his impostor.
 Robert pins his chin to his chest and scrapes the stubble from his neck on his collar.  
Scratching and thinking and too thrashed to care he nods and stands, temporarily blocking the 
path of the projection and his shadow on the screen scooting down the row and out.  He’s going 
to kill himself so that folks will think he’s dead.  Then he can disappear, for get about San 
Antonio and his soul on the wax.
 It was a coward’s killing.  The stranger asleep in the bracket-corner bed.  Asleep in his 
clothes, in Robert’s clothes, and not bothering to remove them or pull back the sheets.  
 Robert dumped down his guitar case and unsnapped the latches in the narrow room.  Set 
down cross-legged in the dusty floor, he takes the instrument into his lap and sets about a slow 
burner, turning corners on chords, letting the roots switch easy, all the while eyes fixed on the 
sleeper and humming along.
 But his playing inches and increases like he can’t bear to watch himself sleep to this tune 
and so overwrought interludes come in and don’t know where to exit and the more crowded it 
gets with his galloping plucks and him snapping the strings, bamp and bamp and sawing at the 
thing, phrasing frantic and he can’t keep up with himself and his chest tight in panic.  Beckoning 
and beckoning, pure volume playing and so high up the fret board he forgets what key.
 But the stranger sleeps on.
 Robert is standing now and shaking his body, needing him to awake and challenge him, 
to play with him again and he won’t wake up and if he could he would win but he won’t and the 
shaking of the bed and the body, springs creak terror in his ears and he can’t see clear, the room 
out of focus.
 Breathless he slumps against the box spring and tries to reclaim his hold on reality.  A 
rainbow of clarity breaks on the eye’s horizon and he can see the tumbler next to the bed, half 
filled, half drunk and the stranger’s head still weightless slumped and his tongue hanging out.  
He doesn’t have to sniff the glass to know its been.
 He takes the fretboard in his hand and, not stopping, no longer stopping, he slams the 
guitar down across his dead man’s hands, smashing the spry fingers down into the wood.  When 
he’s done he closes that feral eye for good measure.  A bit of wax comes off onto Robert’s hand 
when he closes the eye.  He leaves his double with the one eye shut so when they find Robert 
Johnson dead he will be winking.
 Slipping out just as unseen as he was upon entering, he glides the stairs without a creak 
and is in the street sliding into the Hudson without so much as a footprint left behind and they 
were off.
 The sunrise is easy-going on the car parked out back.  The powder blue shine receives the 
wee hour orange in secret blushes thinly whispered across the chrome handles.  And Robert is 
there to watch it.  He keeps on dancing above those strings like it’s him that his pulling the sun 
up with his playing and can’t stop now that he’s this far.
 And that’s where he stays, looking out that window, holding his ramshackle guitar 
coming as close as he can without plucking a sound.  And you can hear him, not on those records 
from San Anton, but on that October night when they separate the momma cows from calves and 
you can’t get one wink of sleep with both parent and child wailing into the autumn dusk but if 
you listen hard, above that deep bass boom of the lonely momma’s call and just below the shrill 




In which the author looks, listens, and attempts to turn himself inside out
 Style is a way of sidestepping that which you cannot do.  I trace this quote on a page in 
my notebook.  I’m not sure where I first heard it, but I can’t help but re-write it again and again.  
The words, at first emboldened, are now lacerations on the paper.  Its early and there aren’t too 
many people in the museum yet so I sit alone and write on a bench without being bothered.  
Taking in the hum of the long tubes of fluorescent lights.
 Robert Birdsong had picked me up in his full sized Chevy Van with two packs of Winston 
cigarettes on the floor as night fell yesterday.  Rolled down his window and lit up. Robert is the 
chief of the fire department in Clarksdale and the unofficial historian of the town.  A bit of a 
busman’s holiday for him, taking me out to the plantation, but he is gracious and before I could 
even ask a question he started in on his spiel.  I had come across him through the uncle of a 
friend, Dick Lorrie, who comes to Clarksdale every year to play blues tenor sax.  Dick gave me 
Birdsong’s name and number and I had called him in the Knoxville bus station.  Robert was short  
on the phone, but warm in person and willing to pick me up and head out to Hopson—the 
plantation that sits outside town.
 He never asked why I was here and I was grateful to ride shotgun in the van, under the 
guise of general inquiry, that this was natural.
 “So Hopson was founded in 1852.” He says.  He moves his mouth a lot when he speaks, 
molding the slightly doughy features of his face.  “But land records show that Hopson bought his 
land in 1834.”  He goes on to tell me how the farmer moved from Kentucky to start farming, 
how brilliant he was at it, receiving over two hundred patents.  He was talking as quick as he 
could and even if I wanted to respond I couldn’t.  I was as attentive as I could be as I watched the 
caches of light tumble past the dirty windows.
 Don’t let his name fool you; Robert is an imposing figure, taller than me and gives the 
impression a tree trunk might if it could operate a car.  He tossed his cigarette through the small 
triangular crack of the window and said that the great migration didn’t happen because of the 
cotton picker, but really it was the other way around.
 “Lots of folks will tell you that the biggest reason for the great migration, all the 
sharecroppers heading north to the city, was because Hopson invented the cotton picker and jobs 
ran out.  Well now, that simply ain’t true.  Hopson started working on the picker in the first place 
because the worked needed done and there weren’t enough folks there to do it.”  He puts both 
hands on the wheel to say that last bit and turns to me for emphasis.  We turn off 61, taking a 
right onto 49, a more familiar looking highway with two lanes and an overpass.  
 “Hopson gets the patent in 1942, folks had cleared out long before, steadily since the 
twenties.”  I only smile. “They were busing Mexicans in to do the labor even in 1925.”  I get 
kind of lost in the pretzel logic of it all.  Maybe its silly to reduce such a colossal shift to 
something so particular.  But as its frame, the migration pivots on this moment.  So here I am at 
the bottom of something and all I can do is bask in the irony.  What does it really matter to me 
anyways?  I’ve never even seen a cotton field before and its too dark tonight to get a look at one.
We aren’t on the road for long, I was starting to fold into the lull of the car, it was dark 
again and I was getting tired, not having slept since I got in.  We turn into the parking lot of the 
plantation but without light I can’t see the fields and we might as well have pulled into the 
parking lot of a bar.  I smile as we pass the entrance.  A marker from the Mississippi Blues Trail 
is set out front and a light shines on it.  I can just catch “Hopson Plantation:  One of the many 
reasons for the great migration was the mechanized cotton picker.”  I chuckle to myself and slide 
down out of the van. I guess the Blues Trail folks didn’t consult Robert when they made that 
sign.  I smile and tuck the inconsistency in my pocket as my feet hit the gravel.
It takes me a minute to realize just what I’m looking at parked next to the van.  It's a 
broke down four door sedan, front door painted white and the hood painted black.  The pop relic 
has to slog through years of other references piled on top of it, crawling out to finally show itself 
in the night when my Mom showed me the Blues Brothers years ago.  There it is, as if I’m 
looking at something wholly new now that I get the allusion.  On what I thought would be a 
walking tour of a cotton plantation I’m looking at the Blues Brothers car.
 “Is that the original?” I ask Robert.
 “Sure is.  Come on inside.  I’ll show ya.”
 He makes for the door, it’s locked when he tries the knob and he has to root through his 
dogeared blue khakis to find the keys.  I don’t ask why he has a key to the plantation—not sure 
just what his position was here.
 We enter and Robert flicks a switch.  A single overhead bulb comes on and we are 
standing in a small room, occupied mostly with a bar, some small tables lining the outside.  We 
move through it, Robert disappears down a dark corridor and I’m not sure if I should follow.  
He’s not much for instruction.  So I wait, looking around at this bar, wondering just where the 
hell I’m at and how to make sense of it.  Robert comes back, his coat’s off, and he says, come in 
through here with me.  I take my eyes off the framed photo hanging above the bar showing the 
Ole Miss marching band forming the letters D-I-X-I-E next to a huge confederate flag and follow 
him back down the corridor.
 It opens up after a few paces and we are on the threshold of a much bigger, much more 
open bar.  I’m too confused to get a hold on where I need to start to figure this out.  But Robert 
takes me right through it.
 “This big space, this was the commissary, the place where all the farm workers could get 
their supplies.  Their food, their tools, seeds, everything.”  His description strikes me--no 
mention of the exploitative aspect of the place, just the basics.  I wonder if he is trying to keep 
keep the more irksome past of the place away.  To curate a tour of the pyrrhic artifacts born out 
of the exploitation endured here, not to get into the messiness of its history.  Or did he take my 
silence at the beginning as disinterest in that history--that I was just another traveller here to see 
the articles of the music?  I was starting to wish I had been a bit more explicit about just what I 
was looking for.  But maybe this was it.
 The room was overflowing with clutter.  A long, wooden, stained and finished bar to the 
left, that can fit 10 stools, maybe more, then wraps around.  Large fridges stand behind it with 
racks and racks of Budweiser and Coors.  The bar is probably only a quarter of the room.  To the 
right is a gated window with a mannequin in a pinstripe suit behind it. Something in it distresses 
me--the waxy white man with his out through the wrought iron bars, money counter’s hat and all. 
I turn away but Robert brings my attention back to it, telling me it's the original iron.  Farther 
into the bar are tables and stools arranged sort of helter skelter.  We move through the space and 
my eyes wander as Robert tells me the changes the place has seen.
 “Right so originally it was a commissary, but through a series of changing hands of the 
deed, the space became an antique shop for a while.  And then, as you’d figure, he didn’t do too 
well and he turned it into a bar.  And then, the story goes...well the story I tell anyway, is that he 
wanted to turn it back into a antique shop when he started getting more flush but they begged 
him to keep the happy hour and he obliged.”  He tilts his beer towards me.  I’m empty handed 
and don’t know when he got his.  There’s a stack of 45s next to me and I have a hard time 
resisting rooting through them.
 Farther down the bar is an elevated stage with a large tapestry of Elvis, in the corner is an 
original wall of mailboxes from when the place also wore the cap of the post office.  There is a 
dissonance interfering with my attention space.  His story about Dan Akroyd’s penchant for fast 
food is slipping under the booth that came from the Superdome in New Orleans.  I didn’t ask if it 
was there before Katrina.
 I could still hear Robert, but through the speaker that used to be atop the Blues Brothers 
car comes a louder, hazier nag about the imaginative work I expected to do, solemnly walking 
the rows of cotton, handling the dirt, contemplating hardship and hate, then returning to the car.
 I’m returned to my guided tour of the twentieth century by a large tapestry of Elvis at the 
end of the room, next to a dusty stage. He’s in ¾ view, all swagger, telling you that what you’re 
looking at is something unimpeachably great.  I resisted the urge to mold my face that way, 
thinking it would be disrespectful to the work that a part of me, a fuzzy part that sits somewhere 
between impulse and pose, wanted me to be doing.
 I wondered if it is a general ambivalence about the celebratory tone or that I’m just not 
that wild about Elvis.  I could, did, and do, wolf down stories about these musicians in the north 
and would I do the same here on hallowed ground if it was about Bob Dylan?  Or Muddy 
Waters?
  
 But I’m not sure if I have been in a more interesting room before, or a more surreal one.  
I wonder if when Elvis covered “That’s Alright Mama” and with it blew the doors off the blues 
as a black sound, he ever thought his effigy would look down at the crumbling wood floor whose 
dust used to cling to the muddied shoes of sharecroppers or that now clings to mine.
 The daze with the King was broken up when somebody else enters the room.  He’s short, 
wearing a crew neck sweatshirt with a button down underneath it.  His jeans are tucked into the 
long rubber boots.   Robert goes to say hi.  We politely listened to the man’s story about his dog 
crying all night and being put down this morning.  He looked sad as he tells it but as soon as he 
finishes the creases at the corners of his eyes vanish and he claps his hands.
 “We’re in the small bar tonight, gents” and without a backwards glance we walk back 
through the dark corridor and into the smaller front room.
 Three other men had arrived during our crash course and now stand around the bar with 
Budweisers in hand.  Robert leaves me for a moment to go out to the car to get some things to 
show me.
 “Can I get ya anything?” Asks the man in the rubber boots.
 “Oh, nothing for me,” I say, then clear my throat.
 “Down here for the blues, are ya?” asks the rounder man with the black beard.
 “I guess so,” I smile and exhale but it never quite comes together for a laugh.
 The tv in the corner has ESPN on mute but I resist looking, knowing I won’t break its 
spell once I start.  Robert’s back before too long and we sit down at one of the tables, a three-
inch binder between us.  He opens the cover and begins.
 Inside are grainy photographs held in plastic holders.  On the first page are photos of 
burial mounds along the Sunflower river.  Clarksdale the town was settled in the 1880s, he tells 
me, by the forester John Clark.  He flips the page and I see a portrait of a short man in a sturdy 
black suit and white shirt.  He’s looking into the camera, though his eyes are inscrutable.  Its not 
quite out of focus, but without any sharp lines.  Birdsong tells me later that they are photos of 
photos, that he’d spent 10 years researching and interviewing people, collecting copies of their 
photos.
 I asked him why he started, sort of floored by the breadth of his collection which includes 
images of levee camps, single row planters pulled by mules, a portrait of activist Aaron Henry, 
seated with a book in front of him, looking up at the camera intently.  He laughs and takes his 
green Stetson hat off and wipes the bald spot of his head.
 “As a boy, my neighbor’s kitchen window sill was always lined with little Indian trinkets 
and she would always see me peeking in, so she’d sit me down in the kitchen and tell me a story 
about the town.  I’d sit there and eat those little candies, the ones that look like little puffed up 
pillows and listen to her tell stories.”
 He gestures a lot when he tells me this, keeping the onslaught of nostalgia at bay.  He 
keeps lighting his cigarette, then raking the ashes in the dish between us and letting it sit until it 
goes out again.
 “When I didn’t do that I would play in the Sunflower river with my friends.  Now, 
everyday the slaughterhouse up the river would dump their bits and pieces in.  We’d hear the 
echo coming down and so we’d all yell and the red tide would come.  So,” he pauses for 
emphasis, “no more swimming for the day.”
 He gets a big kick out of that.  We’ve gotten away from the photos for a minute and he 
suddenly remembers, starts flipping through the book and, when he finds the photo he’s looking 
for he sticks a thick finger down on the page, pressing hard.
 “This is my favorite,” he says.
 It’s an old, sepia photo of a man and a woman, Sunday-go-to-meeting best on, standing 
next to a barn whose roof has collapsed onto a wagon inside.  The couple in the photo aren’t so 
much posing as they are bystanders to the devastation.  Robert tells me that he likes the contrast.
 We each taking another moment with the photo and a silence descends.  I hear from the 
bar:
 “Well, now that’s Robert E. Lee’s birthday and I’ve got plans.”
 When we’re finished poring over the photographs Birdsong asks me if I’m ready to head 
home.  I am and we say goodbye.  I’m unsure who to thank, Robert or the man in the rubber 
boots so I say it to all the guys in there.  They, like most people I’ve said so long to down here, 
make sure to come see them again and to bring my friends.  I assure them I’ll be back as soon as 
I can and head out to the van.
 It’s a short ride back into town.  The hotel I’m staying at, the Riverside, is at the edge of 
town, a hop, skip and a jump away from junk food alley, a stretch of 49 that hits all the fast food 
spots.  I thank Robert again and again for his generosity, he tells me he’s happy to share and 
gives me his email address to send me the piece I write.  He pulls off as soon as I close the door 
and I take out my key to front door of the hotel.
 Its an unassuming place, the Riverside.  The withering paint job has blended almost 
seamlessly into the wood and dirt so that its hard to tell what color the original paint was.  It’s a 
one story place, extending far back towards the river and, like most of the buildings in 
Clarksdale, is plagued with an incessant drip from the melting snow.
 There are two signs on the door, one that says to knock if you want to tour the place, to 
call Rat if you want a room.  The other is a straight contradiction.  Its an unassuming place.  
Without the Mississippi Blues Trail sign out front it could fall in line with all the other weathered 
one stories on the meandering block. The hotel was one of the first sites to be designated in the 
series of tall blue historical markers through the state that tell Wikipedia style stories about the 
site.
 The Riverside earned its legendary status when it was a hospital in the 1930’s and Bessie 
Smith died there after a car accident out on highway 61.  When it was turned into a hotel in the 
40s, it served as a boarding house for folks like Ike Turner, Muddy Waters, and John Lee Hooker. 
Its also the cheapest hotel in town, which is why I’m there.
 I had waited at this door earlier that morning, having walked in from the donut shop into 
town, another ½ mile from the crossroads.  I was the only person I saw walking, everyone else 
passed by in cars.  Clarksdale proper is really only 4 square blocks, 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and Blues Alley, 
crossed by Issaquena, Delta, Yazoo, and Sunflower.  I crossed the threshold after walking 
through a tunnel that ducked under the railroad tracks which, as Robert would tell me, segregated 
the town until the early 70s.
 I wandered around town for a little before heading to the hotel,  pausing at corners to pan 
the streets.  They are wide but one lane, it seems odd for such a small town.  The sidewalk evens 
out the closer I get to town from the Riverside, whose paths are cracked and rugged, as if a 
Lilliputian earthquake had hid only this outskirt, cracking the pavement.
 The sidewalks are wide too, to scale with the streets and my head swivels from side to 
side.  I sigh and walk wistfully, trying to take in as much as I can.  A slanted snowman in front of 
the bank, two men changing the marquee of the movie theater.  Its quiet and with the sun nestled 
behind stone cloud cover, everything is cast in a dull palette.  
 There’s a sort of openness to the place that has a disarming effect.  Long overhangs from 
the shops offer safe harbor should it start to rain and the general flatness of the place draws my 
mind away from the deluge that New York does, into a more immersive, deliberate place.
 The wind had snuck through my thin layers about halfway through the row of banks and 
houses outside town and so, drawing from the vague Google Map I could conjure in my head, I 
walked until I got to the river and turned left.  Even having an ill-defined idea of where I’m 
headed soothed some anxiety.  On the outskirts there by Sunflower are the churches, the state 
headquarters for Reverend TT Smith.  I pass a red brick building with a long smoker on wheels 
parked in front.  Tattered couches line the building and tin strips hanging from the roof as an 
impromptu overhang.
 A few blocks farther down, over the tracks and past the cemetery, is the Riverside.  The 
door’s locked when I arrive and am unsure which sign’s instructions I should follow.  I knock.  
No answer.  So I figure they aren’t open to check-in yet.  Across the street is a little lot with a 
jungle gym and a slide.  I sit on the rungs of the ladder and take out an orange.  My hands are 
dumb from the cold and I have to tear the skin off in jagged pieces.  I blow into my fists to warm 
them, feel them bloom again with circulation.  Refreshed from the sweet fruit and the moment 
off my feet, I trek back into town for more wandering. 
 After another two hours of strolling and a brief email session in the public library, I 
headed back to the Riverside.  Still no answer but I call the number this time and talk to Rat’s 
wife, who says he’ll be down in a minute.  I kick stones at the other curb and read the Blues Trail 
sign three or four times before a Chevy Avalanche pulls up and Rat gets out.
 “You Hunter?”
 “Uh, Connor.  I just talked to your wife?”
 “Sure, sure. Right, welcome.”  Rat is a short man, grey is sneaking into the short wiry 
folds of his hair.  He has a lumpy face that more or less stays put from the cheeks up.
 He’s welcoming, but it feels like he’s sticking to a script--telling me just how real this 
place is.  I’ll feel the blues for sure, he guarantees.  Inside the house is brightly lit, with wooden 
floorboards and framed photographs and articles of the establishment.  Immediately to our right 
is a cluttered room, what must have been the waiting room of the hospital, or maybe the lobby of 
the hotel if it were run in a more conventional manner.
 I follow him into the room.  A few low arm chairs that face the doorway and a couch 
about halfway in, faces the other way.  I sit down there--a relief to release the muscles in my 
lower back.  A exhale and then smell stale cigarette smoke and a grainy, light odor I can’t place.  
With my back to a large, fat television set I’m pleased to be free from Law and Order on mute.  
The tv’s glint like radio’s static for the eye.
 There’s a tall, brass ashtray next to the seat that Rat sits in, like an oversized candlestick 
but as he lights a Salem, he flicks the ashes out onto the coffee table between us.  The top of the 
table between us is invisible, covered by newspapers and binders.  Rat hands me one with an 
exhale of smoke and a wave of his hand.  I take it that I’m supposed to look through it.  It’s a 
sign in book.  With a passing glance I can see names of quite a number of states, along with 
France, Germany.  Each entry is equally vague and extoling, talking of Rat’s hospitality and what 
a true-blues stay it was.  Authentic.
 As we’re chatting another guest comes in the door.  He looks to be about my age, a little 
shorter.  A big smile that kind of rounds his whole face, like the whole thing is grinning.  Rat 
waves him in and he takes a seat in the other arm chair. He introduces himself as John Paul.
 “So, gentleman, in the basement, neither of you is staying there, that’s where Ike Turner 
wrote Rocket 88,” the first rock and roll song recorded.  “They took it up to Memphis then and 
laid it down but right here is where they wrote it, cut a demo.”
 I look at John Paul--wide angle grinning.  He has taken a voice recorder out of his pocket 
and hit play.
 The cigarette smoke hangs low in the room.  Rat lights another Salem with the end of his 
first and John Paul takes out a pack of Marlboro Lights.
 He asks Rat if he ever had a favorite of all the folks that came through.
 “Oh, I listened to em all.  I never had a favorite.  I’d be around, when my Mom was 
running the place, I’d hear em practice, I’d hear em cuss.  But I never had a favorite, no.”
 I can hear a phone ringing and wonder why Rat isn’t answering it while wishing he 
would have given us a good recommendation.  Maybe the ringing is on Law and Order.
 “But my mother, she’d be in with all of them.  When Ike’s band needed some horns,” He 
lifts his cigarette up for emphasis.  “She sent me down to the store to get them.  Told me to tell 
the woman that she’d take care of it.  Bought them the instruments on her credit, they could pay 
her back later.  Same with Howlin’ Wolf, John Lee Hooker.”
 The phone is ringing again.
 “What you got, you share.  That’s what my mother did, so that’s what I do, how I get my 
blessing.”  He wipes his face with his hand, revealing a missing joint in his left pinkie.
 “That’s the ghost” he says after a minute.
 Later, after Rat has left to go take some folks who broke down outside the hotel to get a 
tank of gas, I check my phone.  The noise I was hearing was a reminder to call Robert Birdsong. 
I bump into John Paul in the hall.  
“What room are you staying in?” He asks. 
 “Muddy Waters, you?”
 “Howlin’ Wolf”
 “Nice,” we both nod.
 Its hard to explain the work that goes into to wondering whether you are sleeping in the 
same bed as a blues legend.  Presumably the bed has changed.  Probably the dresser.  How about 
the paint?  The finish on the floorboards?  And what if none of it did.  I tell myself that when I 
get under the covers that night, I’ll be no closer to slipping into a more authentic sleep.   But I 
take a photo of the room just in case.
 After I get back that night from my time with Birdsong, John Paul and I head to the 
Ground Zero Blues club.  It’s kind of the cornerstone of Blues Alley, a tall, square brick building 
just off the train tracks.  Again there are the same raggedy couches lining the porch into the club 
and in the parking lot is a long Lincoln limo whose color has faded to a greyish black.  It looks 
like it could have come out of one of my earliest memories of the 90s.
 I stand outside with John Paul as he finishes his cigarette.  He’s on a similar sort of trip--
documenting how the rural blues in preserved in Mississippi.  We are talking about Bob Dylan 
circa 1966.
 “I know Blonde on Blonde is supposed to be the best, but it never really did it for me,” 
He says.
 “I know what you mean, its not my favorite, but, I mean, songs like ‘Visions of Johanna’ 
those are untouchable, ‘The ghost of electricity howls in the bones of her face.’”
 We proceed to nerd out a bit more about Dylan, exchanging little factoids, neither one of 
us ready to admit that we are here, in a large part because of him.  At least there are no Elvis 
impersonators out smoking with us.
 Inside, most folks have already arrived, even before the band has started, but we snag a 
table close to the stage but a bit off to the right.  We each order a PBR and John Paul gets an 
order of fried pickles.  I don’t get any food, hoping the beer will curb my appetite.  Trying to 
save money, I’d only been eating the two half finished jars of peanut butter that a woman gave 
me as we re-boarded the bus in Memphis.  The surprised and disdainful glances I endured as I 
climbed up the aisle to claim them were worth it to sit in the club at least somewhat satiated.
 The food arrived pretty quickly and the band shortly after.  Neither of us had heard of the 
performer before--a harmonica player, middle aged, backed by guitar, bass and drums.  He splits 
time singing and honking, but he’s putting this weird effect on his harp, a little too much reverb
—it gives the sound a lower, thrumming sound.  He sounds best when he’s linked up with the 
bass player instead of the guitarist, but that’s rarely the case in the songs.
 I reach for a fried pickle.  The sickly sweet and saltiness was rotting out my gut but now 
that I had one I couldn’t stop.
 A gold pocket watch hangs from a front belt loop of the lead man and catches the stage 
lights, bouncing them towards us.  I’m exhausted and hungrier than I was before we got here and 
trying to wrap my fried mind around what’s changed in the time that has passed on that man’s 
watch since the blues started and I got off that bus.
 There’s a pillar that blocks our view of the stage, though we can still see all of the 
performers.  The guitarist and the drummer are to the right of it, the bass and singer/harmonica 
are to the left.  They’re doing all the hits—“Hootchie Coochie Man,” “Mustang Sally,” “Mojo 
Workin” but I can’t seem to get into it.  I had not seen a bed in three days, and my neck lost its 
rigidity--my chin falling to my chest.
 I try and rouse myself, pinching my arm to stay awake.  What if I miss something?  I try 
to read all the names scribbled on the walls of the room.  They cover it, floor to ceiling in thick 
black marker.  Its not artfully done, just folks writing their names.  Seeing all of them up there 
brings a stab of recognition: too many folks have been here before.  The blow isn’t enough to 
rouse me from my stupor though and we leave after the first set.
 What that realization should have conjured and kept me up as I twisted those cold white 
sheets around my legs in Muddy Waters’ bed that night, might’ve resonated with something my 
brother said to me before I left.
 We were sitting in my room, the smoke from the apple pipe still sketching self portraits 
across my cerebellum.  I’m sitting on the bed, wrapping a blanket around my shoulders.  I don’t 
smoke pot much anymore.  Instead of giving the expected unbuttoning effect, it tightens the 
collar of anxieties up to my throat.  But I couldn’t refuse when Zach offered, half from boredom, 
the rest from a hope that my older brother could calm me down.
 I was wrong.  Zach was roaming in front of the bed, a little too aimless a gait to say he 
was pacing.  He was asking me about my project.
 “It’s a sort of inquiry into the ways that people relate to music.  And how I relate to 
music.  Some of it is like a mythologizing of the mythologies of music, some is trying to 
understand people who understand themselves through music.”
 He cocks his head.  “That sounds a little convoluted.”
 I blush and hike up the blanket a little more.  My room sits above the garage and is poorly 
insulated, making for chilly nights to come home to on break from college.  Feels like a never 
quite get a good night of sleep, I wake up having turned off for a few hours, without really 
resting.
 “But how can you write about music?  Why don’t you write songs?”
 Zach is in a band back in Guatemala where he lives now.  He moved down there after 
graduating from college, almost ten years ago now.  He also gives me the impression that he 
works under the unassailable idea that he is right.
 “I don’t write songs because I’m not good at it, I can’t sing, and I don’t know enough on 
the guitar.”
 “That sounds like a cop out to me.”
 I don’t know why he is pressing me like this.  I thought he would be able to give some 
guidance.  He has a matter of fact way of speaking that keeps any harshness at bay, so he’s hard 
to read and I’m easily flammable, but this does not seem particularly helpful.
 “Fine, so I gave up on the guitar, but this is my art Zach.  This is what I do.”
 “But it’s a question of form.  How are you supposed to write about a saxophone line.  It 
speaks its own language.  What do liner notes add to an album except tell you what you’re 
hearing?”
 “Like a sort of prefabricated consciousness?”  I don’t know why I’m suddenly helping 
him prove his point against me but my heart is in a steeplechase with the ideas flashing in my 
head and I can’t quite get a handle on the implications of what’s being said.
 “On the contrary.  It’s less connected than that.  It can’t do it justice.”
 I don’t respond.
 “You just start with the basics.  Steal some chord changes, write some simple songs.  My 
favorite songs are the first ones I wrote.  And in this age of sampling, just take what you want, 
put it together.”
 “But, Zach, this is what I do now.  I want to be a writer.”
 “But its got to come from here,” he pats an open palm to his heart, it bounces twice.  Now 
he’s full on pacing--he’s probably as high as I am.  An imposing presence from my huddled place 
on the bed, he has maybe an inch on me when I’m standing and from my diminutive stance he 
dwarves me.  And even though he’s lost weight since living in Guatemala, I still see a robust and 
striking older brother.
 “When the band plays, I can share my stuff, open up.  We don’t stop playing some songs 
until the whole place is singing along.”
 “Yeah,” I say, assembling a comeback, “So writing is lonely work.  But when I can hole 
up like that, wrestle with a story til it feels like I’ve got it, that’s how I want to work.  Circle it 
with words.  It’s the same with my radio show, it feels good to go up to that tower and stand in 
that room alone.  Maybe someone listens, maybe they call in, but up there, I’m doing it for 
myself.”
 I think about the late nights and the lonely walk down the dark corridor to the station.  I 
don’t tell him how good it feels when the Jamaican cab drivers call in to tell me that they are 
loving what I’m playing and can they hear another GZA song.
 “But you show your work to people,” he shrugs with a palm out.
 “Sure, so there’s ego involved.  I like when people praise me.  That feels good.”
 “I just think you should gather up what you find down there.  A sound collage or 
something.  What if your thesis was a performance, your song, or the songs you’ve heard while 
you are down there.”
 I’m kind of shocked.  I rub my eyes with the heels of my hands then slide them down my 
face and wipe my eyes again with my finger tips.  I squeeze the bangs of my hair and pull.  This 
is art, I think.  Can’t I get it on the page?
 The truth is, Zach will always be cooler than me because Zach doesn’t have himself as a 
brother.
 He asks me if he can hear what I’ve been writing.
 I take out my note pad and lean towards the low light.  My bedside lamp is a squat little 
one, throwing dim yellow light only a few feet around.  I read him a few pages from a draft of 
the Arsonist.  I shiver, trying to fight the cold from the room and the stutter from the nerves of 
having my brother as an audience.
 When I’m finished I look up for the first time since I’ve started.  He’s sitting in my desk 
chair, blanket wrapped around him like the Dali Lama, the light shining off his glasses.
 “Needs more periods.”
 All this clings to me now, on that morning as I sit in the Delta Blues Museum.  They have 
reconstructed Muddy Waters’ sharecropping cabin inside the building and I’m sitting on a 
wooden bench inside it.  There’s a flat screen tv in one corner and a life sized wax statue of 
Muddy in the other.  The audio from the movie can be heard upon entering the museum and is on 
its fourth or fifth loop as I sit beneath it.  It feels nice to get off my feet.  That talk with Zach 
would be one thing if it was a musician and a writer talking on aesthetics but he’s coming at me 
as a writer, not writing as an art.
 On screen Mick Jagger is telling a story about the first time he met Muddy Waters.  The 
Stones had come into town, standing outside some building and the guy who was white washing 
gets down off the ladder, specks of whitewash in his face, and introduces himself as Muddy 
Waters.  I wonder if Mick’s story is better than mine will be.  More accurate or more authentic?
 Then I think about the night after Zach and I had that talk, the family game of 
Scattergories.  We all go for the alliteration to get double points.  The letter is K and about half of 
our second words start with a hard c.  Later that night, writing in my journal, I write the word 
“threw” when I meant “through.”  I set my pen down and wonder if my brain works in words or 
sounds.
 Back in Mississippi I look at Muddy’s wax face reflected in a framed album cover on the 
other side of the room.  I wonder if that image is better than the liner notes on the other side of 
that glass.  I turn my notebook to the page with the bold lettering again.  This time, my pen 
breaks through the page and tears the word style.
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Sonny liked closed doors.  He liked the way they were flush with the wall around them.  
How the doorknob symbolized the seal, the molding’s shadow it’s impenetrability.  As he stood 
at the door of his childhood room, he appreciated the way the panels on the door articulated the 
otherwise inscrutable force.
There were no windows in the hall and he stood in darkness--no light would pass through 
the threshold with him.
He imagined the scene on the other side of the door.  Marie probably on the bed.  She 
would not yet have put turned the light on, reading by the waning sunlight.  Veils, not quite grey 
but lacking description, would sit over the low bookshelves and turntable.
It had been a year of waiting and wanting, of pinching and saving.  A couple bound to the 
rhythms of the domestic life of their parents.  Sonny had watched Marie bask in the sidelong 
light of the spring, of the fleeting squares in winter, all while laying on his childhood bed.
He played these scenes over and over in his head as he waited now, sketching the room 
from memory.
It was summer and it was hot.  When he finally opened the door and crossed into his 
room, he saw Marie on the far side of two twin beds pushed together with pillows accordioned 
behind her head.
“Eh? Eh?” Marie lifted her head from the pillows and they released her puffed black hair 
from its folds.  “What do you think?”
“Marie, I...OK.”  Sonny stopped.  He felt the silly yet unshakeable need to erase and 
redraw the envisioned room in his mind.
“I thought we could be more comfortable this way.  Without, you know, waking each 
other up.”
Sonny chuckled, put his head down.  She had been patient with his nighttime outbursts.
“Its great.”
Marie leaned back again, her hair again like a dark circle drawn around her head. Her 
right leg was propped up against her left, Metamorphoses stuffed into the triangle gap between.  
 She started whistling a tune as Sonny plunked down on the bed, puffing up a shoal of 
dust, turning  the room into a snow globe, earthy grains twisting in the low-dying light.
That was how Marie had described winter in downtown Detroit when Sonny first had 
taken her to his hometown.  “Like a snowglobe” she had said, “I feel like someone has lifted us 
up and shaken the whole city.”
 Her whistle struck Sonny as shapeless as they bobbed now on the mattress.  He began to 
wonder if she was playing a song at all when the notes took shape and he could trace them.  It 
was one of his father’s numbers, a lilting piano melody that emerges from a frantic gushing of 
strings and French horns.  The sound silhouetted itself around Sonny, pressing in on his head as 
he removed his shoes and socks.
 “He’s getting worse,” he said, an argile sock turned down over his arch.
 “Mmmm.”  She was back inside her book.
 “All the interruptions—it’s a pain, and how he cranes across the room, leering at you.”
 “Sure”
 “Two conversations, that’s what we have to have now.  I’ll be talking with mom and then 
have to repeat it for him.  And it’s not like he responds to what I tell him, just nodding and 
frowning.”
 Marie finally looked up.
 “And he’s absolutely unfazed.”  Sonny continued, “Like he’s peering in just to lean back 
again.  And refusing to wear those damn hearing aids we bought for him, custom fit and 
everything.”
 “Babe.”  She put her book down. “But did you tell them?”
“Hundreds of dollars, Marie, and at a time like this.  The studio’s about to open.  We’ve 
finally done it and all he can talk about is how he’ll never wear those damned things”
“Can’t you understand?  I can understand that.  I mean, I feel like, I kinda get it.”  She 
extended the end of her words, blunting their edges.  “For him its not the same.  I mean to hear 
like he does, did, like he must.”  She got closer towards Sonny on the bed, touching his hand.  
“Oh I mean if it was me its different.  You it’s different, it might help, it would help.  But him…”
 Sonny didn’t respond immediately.  He bore his heels into the wood floor, trying to 
flatten his entire foot along a crease.
 “It’s just a myth,” he told her, not looking up.  “I’ve told you this.  That’s not, it’s not 
something real.  No one can hear like that, really.”  He slid his blue cold hand away from her 
warm brown one.
 “Sonny,” she swung her legs around and sat next to him, straightening her back.  “But did 
you tell them?”
“Even so, shouldn’t he try and save what he’s got left?” He was pressing his foot harder 
and harder into the floor.  He could feel the quiver in his thighs.  “He got all across the country 
on those ears and now he’s back here and refusing to admit it, what he’s lost and now he’s here 
and I can’t, he’s here and I can’t, I still can’t even talk to him.” With Sonny’s back to the window 
and the sundown light closing its eyes on the room, these last stumbling words seemed to come 
from a shadow.
His father’s only contribution to the conversation had been to ask Sonny if he had heard 
from Barb Slagle lately.  Barb was Sonny’s high school girl friend.  Her father was Joe Slagle, 
the owner of the sausage plant outside town.  He drove a Cadillac and talked with a slow voice 
that gave Sonny the vision of the speaker as an older, drunker, shotgun wielding grouch who 
spent most of his time on the front porch.  They had broken up years ago, much to each father’s 
chagrin.  Sonny’s father never failed to remind him of his first puppy-love affair, not disguising 
his preference for the good Catholic girl from the Northern suburbs.
Incidentally, he and Marie had bumped into Barb last week, exchanging pleasantries.  
Barb had told Sonny how liberal he had gotten and asked Marie if she wanted one of her spare 
coats for these northern winters.  Marie asked Barb if she ever went into the wrong house in that 
great big neighborhood she lived in.  That she knew how confusing those suburbs could be.
Sonny didn’t say anything.  And he didn’t tell his father that day nor today when he had 
asked.
“But did you tell him about the studio?”  Marie had grabbed her husband’s faintly 
stubbled chin with her dark pink palm, bringing him back.
“What?  Oh, right.  Yeah, Marie I told them.  I told them we would move out next week, 
when we settled with the landlord.”
“Oooh.  Sonny that’s great.  That is really, that’s great.  Were they pleased?”
“You know mom, she tried to be enthusiastic but she was too tired to really mean it.  Dad, 
he just, he pretended like he didn’t hear.”
“Honey,” Marie stood up, clicking her heels together.  “Dance with me, love.”
Sonny closed his eyes, his father’s tune hopping the fences he erected in his mind to keep 
the notes at bay.  At last he held up a weary hand that Marie took and as he stood up she tucked 
herself into his rakish frame.
“Will you sing?”  She asked, placing her chin on the valley of his chest.  As he began to 
hum a tune, a slow moving rise up the register, his chest ringing, Marie grazed her nose through 
his torso’s ravine.
The two were not an unattractive couple.  Sonny’s yielding, skinny body was a good 
frame for his childish features.  He had a sharp, volcanic nose that, when caught from the wrong 
angle, gave the impression that his face was sharply declining away from the sizable feature.  
When he smiled, all of his features responded.
He never believed Marie when she told him it was his smile that attracted him to her, 
unwilling to acknowledge it as a seductive design.  She told him that she picked his stabbing 
nose out of the candle-lit table light when she performed at the Bleu Room all those years ago in 
Atlanta, watching the light trace the folds of his smiling skin.
It was she who had to advance on him after the set that he was there to scout, bashful as 
he was.  Approaching the bar, her tiny afro cloud puffed up behind a tie-dyed hair band, she 
drifted from side to side.  She moved steadily towards the man in the too-big plaid button down 
and the pleated khakis that almost managed to touch his high-topped black Converse.  For 
Sonny, Marie was the 60s.  For Marie, Sonny was a way out of them.  When she was standing so 
close that Sonny could no longer pretend to ignore her, he turned from his sidelong position at 
the bar and, face to face with Marie, taking in her narrow eyes and pocket sized face, sputtering 
to say something in the face of her beauty.  He was saved the effort of coming up with something 
impressive to say about her performance as she took his hand, just as she did now, and led him to 
the dance floor.
They cowtailed around the bed and edged against the folding door to the hall.  Sonny 
narrowed his eyes, trying to pick out the notes from memory’s songbook.
It was the same clunky dance they had twirled to at their wedding, moving like shoppers 
attempting to pass each other in a crowded grocery store aisle.
“Did you know when Apollo was born” Marie began from her craned neck position, “He 
couldn’t be born on land, on account of Hera being so jealous.  She was Zeus’s wife but he had 
laid with Leto and when she got pregnant, Hera banned her from giving birth on terra firma and 
so she had to go to this floating island, Delos to give birth.  She wasn’t even going to be able to 
deliver there, Hera had stolen Iliad”
“Ilythia.” Sonny corrected.
“So you do know.”  She tapped his chest, pleased.  “She stole the childbirth goddess 
Ilythia” She was still rocking back and forth even though Sonny had stopped.  “But I guess Zeus 
got wind of it on Olympus and the other Gods had to come together to help get her away.  
Remember how they did it?”
“Hmmm?”  He was looking behind her to the starry skied wallpaper of his childhood 
room.  His mother had read him so of these growing up but only impressions were left, details 
shrouded by time.
 “They lured Hera away with a necklace of amber nine yards long.  I bet she was stunning 
in it.  And so that is how Apollo was born, up on that floating island, away from Hera and away 
from the earth.  The god of the sun.  And when the dust had settled, Zeus took that floating island 
and fixed it to the bottom of the ocean.”
She lifted her cheek from his chest and craned her neck around to see the window, its 
glass a tollbooth letting the last chariots of rush hour light file through.  The rays left a rhombus 
on the bedspread, creeping up the ruffles of the sheets where Marie had lain.
Both were quiet as they stood in the evaporating room. 
“Marie?”  
 “Yes, love?”
 “What song were you singing when I walked in?”
 “Oh.  I was singing?  I didn’t realize, I don’t know, Sonny.”  She was crawling back into 
bed, piercing a hand through the figure of light to grab her book.  The last brightness in the room 
momentarily giving a glow to the middle of her arm.  “How did it go?”
 “Oh, its not…forget it.”  He laid down on his side of his childhood bed, wishing he could 
shut his ears as easily or as frequently as he could shut his eyes.
 “We can’t move the bed” Sonny whispered.  “I don’t want my father to hear.”
Marie only bit his ear.
They made love that night to the shrill steady call of the crickets.  Their chirps unlatched 
the window and swelled in the rooms.  The borders of the house were drawn in pencil and their 
twilight hymn traced those edges to the farthest reaches.
 Moving as a boat tied to the corner of the dock, they rose and fell, lapping at the 
sideboard, careful to feel each other’s every bend and to not unset the levitating silence.  They 
lay just above Sonny’s room.
 As they discovered the limits of what the springs could take they floated in and out, a 
slow call from the keys of love.
 When they finished, they lay curled into one another, Sonny’s nose pressed to the back 
Marie’s neck, at the edge of her hairline, smelling the waxy mixture of sweet oil with sweat.
 The bed was warm.  They kept a down comforter on the bed even though it was August 
and with it pulled up to their necks they cocooned themselves, preserving their humid passion.
 Sonny had not felt this warm since his mother had come to this very bed to tuck him in as 
a child.  She would be on her way to work, taking the night shift at the sleep lab where she 
worked as a technician.  Sonny liked to envision her, as he lay in his pleated feather bed staring 
at his blue starred wallpaper, calibrating the slumber’s thoughts, standing in a clean, bright white 
room at a monitor.  He would fall asleep thinking of his mother diligently watching her son 
sleep, recording the peaks and troughs of his mind as it began to shut down.
 He was on the brink of sleep when Marie readjusted her body to be closer to his. 
 “When I was little,” she said, taking his hand to her breast, “my dad, he would come into 
my room to say goodnight and he would ask me” she kissed his hand “if I wanted a slow dance 
or a crazy dance.  The room was so dark and he would twirl me around and around—I would 
always ask for a crazy dance.  He was so gentle, we would spin and spin and spin but he would 
hold me without squeezing and I felt so safe and protected and he would sing, he would sing that 
Smokey Robinson song.
 “I Second that Emotion.” Sonny prompted.  He forcefully dug his chin into Marie’s spine, 
reacting almost without thinking.
 “Sonny,”  She wriggled a little forward on the bed “Ow...Yes that’s it.  He always sang 
that one.  No words until the chorus came in, but then he would start wailing.  I mean really 
belting it and mom would come in, wanting to tell us to stop but she ended up joining in and 
would grab me and my dad and I would be in between them and just turning and trying to keep 
up and my mom at my back and dad holding on to us both.  Gosh ,” She sighed, deeply.  Sonny 
could feel the exhale through his waist, coming from the cavernous rooting of Marie’s frame.
 “Get out of C” Sonny muttered as if the words were coming from someplace else and he 
couldn’t keep them from taking shape.
 “What’s that babe?”  She flipped her body to face him.
 “Get out of C.  That’s what my father would say to me.”  He turned on to his back, 
staring up into the blackness, not enough light in the room to reveal the ceiling.  “I’d be playing 
those chords and singing along.  I wouldn’t even know he was home and he’d yell from the 
kitchen get out of C, Son!”  He took his right arm out from around Marie’s warm body and 
grabbed the elbow with his left.
 In the fracturing darkness Marie looked at her husband’s arms holding each other and 
then shut her eys.
 “No sharps or flats, all the white keys on the board.  No wrong notes.”  His voice was 
gnashing on the years of anger that these words had survived on.  “I loved that key and I loved 
that song.  But with him, everything had to be so…What could I do, that’s what I heard.  That’s 
what I wanted to play.  That’s what sounded right to me.  All his tremendous…”  He faded off.  
“It doesn’t have to be that complicated, Marie.”
 “Hey, Sonny.”  She was stroking his brow and he turned over to face her, batting down 
her open palm.
 “It’s just, he couldn’t, he didn’t get it.  He taught me all he knew and he couldn’t ever, he 
didn’t even try to understand why someone would want to play a song like that.  Like it was too 
simple, too easy.  Like I was letting him down every time I hit those white keys.  Get out of C, 
get out of C, get out of C.”
 There was a beat.  Then another.
 “Sonny, its late.  Let’s just, you must be tired.”
 “You want to know what he said to me when I got my first job at the studio?  You know, 
he said ‘Listen close to what those black boys are doing, you listen hard.  Those boys are about 
to steal the radio and never give it back.  And you’re helping them.  You master those three chord 
songs and keep a real keen ear for those changes.  You just put your father out of work.’”
 He could feel Marie’s wince, a slight buckle of her spine, a dive of her left elbow into her 
side.
 Before she could compose herself enough to respond, Sonny collapsed on the bed flat on 
his back, shoving one hand under his pillow, the other tugging at his shoulder.  He was wrapped 
up in himself.  Marie tried to inch closer to him but he had withdrawn on to his twin bed and she 
was sinking in between the two.
Sonny closed his eyes and heaved an exhale, his breath bounding over the memories now 
just below his collarbone.  His heart rate was charging and he felt like he had lost something in 
the darkness at the top of the room.  He could no longer feel Marie beside him and he could not 
hear the crickets chirp.  He lay in a silence all his own and then, after an ebb of calm, felt the 
pangs of his father’s bottomless voice attack his ears once more.
His inhale brought with it the raw betrayal of cold felt on a late summer night.  The way 
it reminded the insides of his hollow bones that the warm bosomed hug of the season was 
ending.  It was the present his father always brought with him when he came home for the fall.  
Show me what you’ve been working on as if he hadn’t left sonatinas and three-part inventions on 
the piano bench with a note that read Take care, my Sonny, I’ll be listening.  But he couldn’t 
resist.  He couldn’t let his father down.  The way his eyebrows sunk first, then the lids, and a 
faint smile towards the end as they would sit together on the piano bench and Sonny would play 
all the songs he had learned for his father.
And how he would listen to the radio in the muffled underlit headphones of night, his 
mother asleep and his father bombing towards Pittsburgh or Bowling Green but Sonny still afraid 
that he would hear him in the dark, wiggling his elbows to the thrumming bass line of “Heard it 
Through the Grapevine.” How, in the back alleys of the glistening cities built by three chord 
architects who shipped their blueprints through the fm frequency, could his father’s ears hide and 
hear and know that with every quarter note his son was shuffling farther and farther from him.
As he lay there in the lonely dark, Marie having retreated to her twin, the song that he had 
been holding at bay all evening came gushing through his veins up to his head, swimming laps 
through his ears and treading water behind his eyes.  He was immersed in his father’s song, 
feeling it alternately crash towards the arrow point top of his brain and then retreat to the stems at  
the back of his neck, tingling and lilting, tossing its endnote flourishes through and through the 
whole of his head.
It was one of the only songs Sonny had seen his father compose.  He was young, three or 
four maybe.  One of his earliest memories.  He was sitting backwards on a chair, his neck on the 
top and his body hanging down.  Bottom turned out like a comma, his feet perched beneath.  It 
must have been late afternoon, the light shining across the room, looking right at Sonny, making 
him squint.  He was careful not to make a sound as his father teased the melody out of his head, 
baiting it with chords and runs that made Sonny sway his body from side to side.  The way there 
was too much weight on his jaw pressed against the chair to sing along.
He made no noise but his father heard him and called him over to the piano bench.  How 
Sonny swooned and the way he slid on to the glossy bench in his faded grey sweatpants.  His 
father played him what he had so far, flourishing every line with an elaborate showboat hand or 
wink at his son and the light that poured in leaving purple and green splotches in Sonny’s eye.  
When his father nudged him with a quick elbow asking him, in all earnestness, what he thought 
should come next, Sonny closed his eyes but all he could see were the green purple ships sinking 
through the blackness and not a note came to him.  He opened his eyes and looked up at his 
father.  His face was inscrutable, a faint grin poking out the edges of his lips.  He wanted him to 
smile.  His father wanted to smile.  Sonny could tell he wanted him to say or play or do 
something but all he could see were those damn green purple splotches in their slow moving 
float.  They brought no sound, no welcome home bugle call for the sailors on board and not a 
note for a son to play for his father.
Sonny felt like he was splitting in two, wanting so badly to play something, anything, 
poke a few keys in the childish pluck that he knew his father wanted.  Expectation was 
compressing his body to a ball and those damn sinking ships.  He wanted to tear his eyes out and 
strike the piano with all his tiny might--let those too close together keys ring out and bash into 
each other and spin off into the dizzying glue that he felt in the room.
That same soggy-stuck feeling surrounded Sonny’s body now as he lay in bed, his 
father’s song strutting on the silences he offered all those years ago.  He shut his eyes and 
strained with all the attention of his ears to hear if his parents were still awake below but he 
couldn’t hear anything but the buzz outside and his wife’s whimpered pants and that goddamned 
song.
Sonny woke up several hours later to find the room was still dark, unsure how long he 
had been asleep.  He opened his eyes to Marie’s sleeping back and, at the periphery of his sight, 
an a lopsided mass at the edge of his vision.   For a second he thought that his father was 
standing above him next to the bed but it was only the edge of the comforter wrenched under his 
arm.  He was alone in his waking and turned to his sleeping wife.  He fought in and out of sleep 
til morning.
That was the night Coltrane Laurence-McBride was conceived.
ii
 The phone was ringing in his parents house.  Sonny was alone, sitting on the floor of the 
living room watching tape after tape he had taken of his son.  On the television he could see
Coltrane scrunched into the couch, melding into his mother’s form as she read to him from her 
book of myths.  The yellow fuzz color from the tape and the bland mustard grey of the couch 
swirling into an orange underlit glow.  Steady, the camera stares at mother and son pressed 
together, he isn’t more than three with his father’s cable knit curls and his mother’s sylph 
slimmed cheek.  
“Apollo loved her,” Marie was reading, “and longed to obtain her; and he who gives 
oracles to all in the world was not wise enough to look into his own fortunes. He saw her hair 
flung loo…”
 “But mahham, what did Apollo look like?” The child asked, snaking around to careen up 
to his mother, his back to the camera.  “Did he look like daddy?  Look like pop-pop?  Like 
who?”
 The camera wobbles just a hair with an audible sigh.
 “Apollo, remember honey, was a beautiful man, stone features and that long curly hair, 
you know, the most handsome man.  Well, it’s more of an idea, I guess.”  Coltrane reaches his 
noting arm through his mother’s spread hands and closes the book.  “How do you know, 
because, mom, there aren’t pictures.” Marie exhales and her body folding inward with the release 
of air and, bringing one balled hand to her breast, she squeezes her son, tilting her head and 
looking into the camera.  Her eyebrows pinched down to each other, pulling the edges of her lips 
up, as if she is appealing to the cameraman to share in the thawing, low down adorable nature of 
her son.   The camera turns off.
 
 Sonny picked up the phone on the fifth ring.
 “Marie,”
 “Sonny, what,” she was panting.  “Why are you…Listen, Sonny, what the hell is wrong 
with you?’
 “Marie I know, it’s ok.”
 “How would you know?  Wait, what?  Why are you at your parents’ house?”
 “It’s nothing to worry about.”  He put in another tape.
 “Why would I worry about that? What? Sonny, that’s not…listen, it’s Coltrane.  He’s our 
son, Sonny.  Why the hell would you do something like that?”
 “That’s not what I meant.  Marie, Trane will be fine.”
 
 He hits play.
 Marie is wrapping Coltrane in her goodnight dance though he is too big now for his 
mother’s grasp.  Back buckling and his feet hanging down he still insists on the nocturn twist and 
twirl in his mother’s arms, dark in the valley of his nighttime goodbye.  The camera in the 
doorway.
 “How do you know?  How the hell would you know?”
 “I know.  But I think its for the best”
 “Sonny” Long exhale. “Why would this ever, how could this possibly be for the best?”
 “I meant I know what happened.”
 “No.  You don’t.  That’s precisely the point.  You could have no idea.”
 “Listen, Marie, I do.  Listen.  Did I ever tell you?”  Sonny had not inflected his speech 
once during the call.  “Did I ever tell you when I was little, this old man, this old black guy 
would come to our house once a month.  Most folks get their piano tuned once a year, maybe 
twice but Dad, he got it done every single month.  So this old blind guy would come the last 
Sunday of every month…”
 “Sonny, the hell’s wrong with you, listen to me.  I came home today to see our son, 
alone...”
 “Marie, please, just let me tell you.  You don’t understand.”  He paused for emphasis.  
Marie said nothing.  “So he’d come wearing this gray flannel suit, a sharp looking hat, those 
black Ray Bans, the kind I made momma buy me when I was in high school and that Dad threw 
out, and Momma would let him in, Dad would be at the studio or on the road, and he’d always 
say, the man, he’d say, ‘Afternoon Mrs. McBride’ and tip his cap.
 “He’d shuffle in and sit on down.  He didn’t carry a cane or nothing, just did it, he’d walk 
all the way over to the bench and sit down without an inch of help from me or momma.”
 “Sonny.  Sonny.  Shut. Up.”
 “And I’d sit down on the bench with him.  Dad’s orders.  And so I’d sit there looking up 
at this old guy, ashy forests coming out of his raisin ears.  He’d take off his sunglasses and hand 
them to me.
 ‘Keep an eye on these, won’t ya?’
 “He got a real kick out of that one.  He’d laugh til he coughed and then slap his palm on 
his leg, which was always keeping time, even if nothing was playing.  Anyway, so he’d ask me to 
slide off the desk, always after he sat down, and I’d have to stand in front of the bench, trapped 
between the bench and the keys, knocking into this blind man’s knees and him just sitting there.  
I’d slide the desk off, spilling Dad’s composition sheets everywhere and staring down into that 
corn field of strings, the black and white plows waiting at the edge of the pasture.”
 Only a faint tapping from Marie’s end.  Like nails on hardwood.
 “And then I’d just sit there, trying to keep this old guy’s glasses from sliding off my nose, 
and strain so much it felt like my eyes would slide down my face and into my ears.  He would 
ask me sharp or flat and strike a note.  And he’d say it in this funeral day croak, years and years 
passing in every rasp, but he was grinning all the while.”
 “Do you even give a damn what I need to tell you about our son?  Goddamnit Sonny.  I 
didn’t take this 9 to 5 just to come home and see you not taking care of my, of our, son.”
 “Goddamnit Marie would you just shut…Listen.  I’m trying to explain that I know that 
he’ll be fine.  He’d be hitting these notes and turning to me and smiling and hitting the note and 
nodding and I had no idea.  Sharp or flat.  It just sounded like a note.  Just banging away.  I tried 
to close my eyes and listen, really hear it but all I could do was see this man’s, all I could see was 
these eyes, his milk-the-instant-it-touches-coffee eyes.  Like I could see his mind puffing on 
those eyeballs like two cigarettes at once, going orange with the inhale and the ashy exhale 
clouding me and coming out my ears so I can’t hear anything.  I started guessing just to get him 
to stop looking at me.  It was torture.  Looking out those sunglasses, knowing my eyes were the 
only ones seeing the black veiled world through those lenses.  Light passing through and into me 




 Coltrane clomping across the stage at his first rehearsal, insisting on wearing his father’s 
too big shoes and his coattail draping, almost touching the ground. 
 “Sonny,” her voice had a finality to it, like there was a dampening pedal on her throat.  
“You are a complete imbecile.”
 “Oh for fucks sake Marie.  You know as well as I do that you wanted out of the biz long 
before you met me or Trane.  And as for our little boy?  He doesn’t care Marie.  He doesn’t 
bother himself one bit with it.  Turn on the hi-fi and he’s trying to watch tv.  Ask him if he’s 
practiced his scales and he’s telling me about how he likes to watch the sun shine through his 
window in the morning, that he put a toy ship on the sill to catch the sun’s rays coming through 
in its sails so it can ride around the room.”
 “My little sun king” 
 “That’s what did it, don’t you see?  Reading him that shit.  You couldn’t, don’t you have 
any of your own stories to tell him?”
 “What is that supposed to mean Sonny?  What the hell is that supposed to mean?  Oh you 
want me to read him Br’er rabbit before bed?  Is that it?  Read that while you dance around him 
filming his every move?  If there was too much light in our son’s eyes its from that goddamn 
camera you shine in his face every time he sits down at the fucking piano.”
 “Yeah alright, you know what, you wanna know?  I was with Trane.  We were in traffic 
on the 75.  I was listening to 95.7 and he was in the front reading his fucking X-Men and you 
know what comes on?  You don’t even have to guess.  I Second That Emotion comes on and you 
know what he does?  He keeps on reading, that…oh he keeps on reading and halfway through, 
right before the bridge, he turns the fucking thing off.  He turns the radio off on his old man and 
he turns to me and says, ‘Daddy, how come you never call me your little sun king?’
 “Sonny, he’s a child, which is why you cant...”
 “He’s got the ear Marie, it comes so easy to him.  You hear him sing out, its spot on every 
time but he doesn’t give a damn.  So you know what I did?  I pulled over right there.  Stopped in 
the shoulder in five o’clock traffic on the 75...”
 “Sonny I don’t give a shit what the hell you did when you were with him.  I’m calling 
because I wanted to tell your parents that I came home today to an unsupervised son, when my 
lovey dearest what supposed to be with him, and that he broke all of yours and pop pop’s old 
records.  You dumbass moron.  You stupid, self-involved prick.  I don’t know what the hell is 
wrong with you and why you are at your parents house talking god knows what when you are 
supposed to be caring for our child,”
 “Marie, I, I can explain.  Will you just, I can explain.  How are his eyes?”
 “His eyes?  What?  You know what, I don’t even want to know.  You just come home, 
Sonny. Jesus.  And bring Trane some of those Oatmeal Cream Pies.  Sounds like you’ve given 
him a hard day.”
 Sonny hung up the phone without saying goodbye.
 What he had not told Marie, and what he might never tell Marie, was that he had pulled 
over on that overpass where you can see all the fenced in, overgrown grass next to the huge arms 
holding the road up, stopped right there and with cars whizzing by and the afternoon sun looking 
them right in the eye he told his son that they’ll play a game.
   The first person to blink in the sun’s face loses.  Winner is the king.
 Sonny stared and stared until the green and purple boats rose from the sea like Lazarus in 
water and sailed until he saw only black and he finally blinked.  When he looked at his son, not 
even ten years old, was still looking.  Was he blind?  Had he finally gotten his son to abandon the 
light?
 But why did Marie think nothing was wrong with his eyes?
 There was one tape left.
 
Pop-pop and Sonny and Coltrane pinch-poking each other and shuffling into place.  All 
dressed in grand-opening attire, even Coltrane in a tuxedo printed onsie.  Sonny held his son on 
his hip and was trying to show his father the sound board before they posed for photos and 
Marie’s distracted arm wandering with the camera.  Their backs are to the camera, heads bent in 
careful scrutiny of the equipment.  Just as Sonny’s father turns and sees the camera, mouth 
cocked and eyebrows up, the camera cuts out and there is a moment of static before a new 
recording begins. Coltrane stands in front of the mirror in the upstairs bathroom, camera hitched 
to his shoulder, visible in the mirror-view.  One eye pressed to the view finder of the camera, the 
other dilates wide and turns side-long to the mirror to inspect his face.  He draws down fingers 
over his oatmeal-spilled-on-khaki face, his young taut skin peeling down his features smoothing 
out his furrowed brow.  He is mouthing something inaudible, his bottom lip extending and 
receding, revealing dark pits in his mouth, caves of lost baby teeth.  He stands without a shirt on.  
His chest indented like his father’s and his wilted spinach arms raised and flexed to hold the 
camera.  They catch light at the tops of the small-scale muscles, dropping shadow where the skin 
sinks into the valleys of his arms.  His hair halfway between his mother’s afro-sheen and his 
father’s melancholic curls.  He stops his prodding to square to the mirror and with one eye wide, 
he says, audible this time.  “Light-skinned.”
 
 Sonny let the snow at the end of the tape run, filling the room with a static silence.  It was  
a relief to be free for even a moment of the death rattling sounds that filled his head.  He moved 
to the window of his parents’ home, looking out at the frozen lake.  There was one blip of brown 
on the frozen horizon, a hopeless humpback of trees surfacing in the bitter cold.  Sonny passed 
the stack of tapes that he had been watching before his wife had called and then without a hat, 
Sonny stepped outside.  He closed his parents’ door behind him and stood close to the house, 
thinking of home, of Oatmeal Cream Pies, and of silence and silence and cold.
--16 October 2010
Chicago, IL
VIn which the author rubs his eyes
John Paul’s car is starting to fog up.  Its a rainy morning, fog lurking low across the 
fields--the day I was supposed to walk to Robert Johnson’s grave.  He fiddles with the console 
and I tuck deeper into the heated seat, wishing there was a defrost button for the haze that was 
curling itself around the inside of my eyes.  We were headed to Tutwiler--a small town whose 
train station is the site of “the birth of the blues” from Clarksdale.
JP had offered me a ride after I found out the bus didn’t go to Greenwood so instead of 
heading solo to town and then walking out to the gravesite, I’m back in the passenger seat, 
hitting as many Blues Trail sites as I can.
I leafed through JP’s CD collection, trying to find something to play but having a hard 
time focusing.  Most of his collection are burnt discs, Grateful Dead live shows and Government 
Mule albums.  I settle on Led Zeppelin but the disc is scratched and skipped through most of 
“Black Dog.”
When I was little I had a tape of Zach and an older friend of his doing a Karaoke version 
of that Beach Boys song “Kokomo.”  I used to make my parents play it all the time on the small 
portable tape player that would wander around the house with me like Linus’ blanket.  The 
record button must have been pushed at the end of the song at some point around my second year 
and you can hear a crash and my Mom ask “Who threw that toy?” to which I respond “Zach!”
I was still brushing the whiskey-doused crusts of last night’s music from my eyes as I 
rode shotgun cross the cotton fields.  My eyes hurt.  I had been doing a lot of looking.  At faces, 
at peppermill skies, at the crumbling concrete lots that dot the landscape, and now at a horizon 
line that seems impossibly far in the distance.
It is a curious task, I thought, as I let my head rock back into the seat and looked out at 
the flat land, this one that I have set up for myself—this finding my own voice by listening and 
looking.  And why am I visiting all of the attractions tailored to an esoteric tourism market that I 
am skeptical of?  Can I refuse some sort of authentic blues experience while also looking for my 
own authentic artistic discovery?
The hope must be that the needle of self understanding will emerge when the hay is 
bailed and stacked on the page.
But really, folks here make a living on their story telling, full or part time.  JP only spent 
one night at the Riverside, wanting to see all the spots in Clarksdale and not linger in the doddery  
residue of the blues singers beds.  I went with him when he checked into the Big Pink—a guest 
house on the ‘right’ side of the tracks in town, across from the blues museum.
The owner Sal met us at the front door and gave us a tour of the place.  In the foyer, next 
to an organ with its bellows blown out now serving as a mantelpiece, sat an enormous bust of 
Elvis.  We stood at the foot of a wonderfully grand staircase--one “worthy of Virginia” the owner 
says--that came from a house of prostitution in Memphis.  Virginia was the previous owner, and 
from all accounts a force to be reckoned with. 
“It’s too bad she wasn’t around when Tennessee Williams was writing,” he said.  
Williams would conspicuously base his characters on notorious Clarksdale residents.  “He would 
seek revenge if you slighted him.  Make you a homosexual,” he pauses and looks at us, “or an 
alcoholic.”  He had asked us with a furrowed brow if we would be ok sharing a double bed and 
seemed unconvinced when we explained that we had only met the day before and that I was only  
here to see the house.  I knew I should have packed something other than this teal v neck 
sweater.  I take off my scarf and stuff it into my bag.
But he seemed more or less unfazed and continued to tell us all about how Virginia 
drugged her third husband with sleeping pills in his whiskey and when he awoke three days later 
the only furniture left in the house was the bed in which he lay.
Sal tells these stories with verve and pleasure.  He laughs as much as we do, his ruddy 
face swelling with red.  He’s a handsome, well dressed older man, shined penny loafers, jeans 
and a tan sweater.  His blonde hair combed back in a wave above the ear and tucked behind his 
glasses.
“I’ve still got the bruise on my left arm,” he told us “from the Fourth of July picnic when 
I was eight or nine and Virginia was wearing all white and no bra.  Phew she was something.”  
He gazed fondly at the bust, “Dated Elvis for three months when she was sixteen.  She must have 
sculpted this around that time.  He was still on his way up.”
 He continued for quite a while with more stories, mostly about Virginia, none about 
himself.  He showed us the rest of the house, pointing out the marble bath tub and the brass 
statue of Martin Van Buren, “To balance out the Elvis.”
 It was a grand house.  Unlike any that dot the roads that take me in from the Riverside 
into town.  Those are squat with chipping paint and sad, dirt flaked windows.  This is tall and 
open, like its breathing.  It’s a sort of recalcitrant opulence I had to that point not yet encountered 
in Mississippi.  There was a faux veranda past the dining room, recreating a sort of New Orleans 
garden café, but inside and without windows.  It occurred to me as JP and I walk back to his car 
to head to a concert that evening that it’s the only house in Clarksdale I’ve been in.
 JP told me as we watch Sal climb into his bench seat Cadillac that he is the quintessential 
southern gentleman.  Just before he pulled his door closed he stopped and re-emerged, coming up 
to my window.  JP rolls it down.
 “I forgot to add” he chuckles.  “That if you come onto any juicy stories during your stay 
be sure to pass them along.”
 I can smell his cologne--earthy.
 “I’m writing a book about all the stories of this place.”
 He’d only been there for two years.
 In the car that day I had a similar impulse.  There’s an odd symmetry to the view, square 
cotton fields on each side, barren in the winter frost, a tree line dotting the farthest reaches of it, 
slowly encroaching.  Fog unfocuses the horizon line.  When we finally get through the wooded 
threshold, the scene repeats.
“Its like we’ve past into oblivion,” I tell John Paul.  He laughs.  He’s not as phased as I 
am and less prone to overstatement.  He’s been to Mississippi before— from New Orleans and 
going to school in Alabama—though he tells me that most folks think of Mississippi as 
something to be driven through.  “Hicks and nothing, mostly.”
It brings to mind what the old woman from Pennsylvania told me the night before at 
Red’s.  “This place is void of a lot of things” she called out over the singing.  I was squeezing 
through the crowd in the cramped, airless room of Red’s juke joint.  It was night two of the blues, 
at a venue much smaller and intimate than Ground Zero.  I could see why it had a reputation for 
being a more authentic, dirt on your face type place with bottles of alcohol siting out on a table, 
wooden chairs and stools scattered around the room, only red neon lights to illuminate the space.  
It was a little unnerving.  Dingo, whose birthday we were celebrating, was at the microphone and 
was asking the crowd who was having a good time.  I had just slipped past him and put my hand 
up.
“Where you from my man?”
I turned to him, he is dressed in a grass skirt, a coconut bra over his Hawaiian shirt and 
several lays around his neck. 
“Pennsylvania,” I said, letting the ‘ania’ stretch into a twang.
I continued shuffling over to the side of the musicians, next to a Natural Ice beer poster 
showing a woman bathing in a waterfall.  Next to it was a dartboard so overused that the material 
had been almost fully collapsed by the points of the darts.
I was realizing that the smoke in the air was so heavy I feel every part of my throat, when 
my Pennsylvania kinfolk emerged out of the billowing clouds.
The woman told me how she moved down here a ten years ago and felt more at home 
here than they ever did in PA.  The conversation’s short, it is impossibly difficult for me to carry 
my end of a conversation when music is playing, but before it ends, she tapped my shoulder to 
get me to lean in and said,
“You’ll be back, maybe not now, but when you do it will be for good.”
I chuckle, move my mouth around, trying to find something to say.  But I don’t.  Then I 
looked up and watched the TV in the corner of the room for a minute.  It was on mute, not even 
to sports, just whatever Fox was playing.   A game show where folks have thirty seconds to 
convince the audience of their talent before they are booed off stage.
A woman had told me a similar thing about DC when I was riding the bus into 
Georgetown to meet Luke.  So there at Red’s I looked at myself in the mirror of the bathroom, 
whose walls, like those of Ground Zero, have been plugged with names of all the visitors.  I 
couldn’t help but wonder if there was something in this reflection that seemed hollow to other 
folks, and appeared to be fleshed out by the immediate surroundings.
Really it has been a trip full of people telling me things about myself.  Which I guess is 
kind of the goal of it, but it feels odd, like one of those long exposure photographs that traces 
movement in unfocused, ghostly images.  Back in the car I lean over to tell J.P. how even the 
woman at the mini mart tried her hand at filling out the gulf that must play on my face.
We stopped for gas I had gone into the store to buy a loaf of bread and a pack of 
cigarettes for J.P. to say thanks for the ride.  I put the Wonder Bread on the counter and before I 
can even ask for the Marlboros the woman behind the counter says, “You ain’t from around here, 
are ya honey?”
I ask her how she knows.  Hands on hip in contrapposto she takes an exaggerated look at 
me from the waist up.  She smiles when she gets to my eyes.  Then its my turn to look down.  
My scarf is tucked into the neck of the sweater.  I nod appreciatively and hand her my I.D. for 
the cigarettes.
John Paul laughs when he hears this and tells me consolingly,
“I like your sweater a whole lot Connor, no matter where you’re from.”
I thank him and turn up the music.
I ask JP if he ever played an instrument and he says no, not really.
“Me either.”
We pass Tutwiler before we realize we’re there.  The only marker on the roadside of 61 is 
a rundown mini-mart.  Not even a gas station.  We ride down the road and slowly a shadow of a 
town emerges.  We are on a dirt road, the tires crunching across stones, the rubber makes the 
sound of a dog’s quick bark, but there’s no life to be seen out the windows of the car.  It doesn’t 
take us long to find the train tracks, the town not straying far from the road we are on.  We cross 
the tracks before parking and stop on a small incline in the grass.
 Out the front windshield is a long square cotton field.  JP takes a look at it and says, 
“barren.”
 I linger for a second, looking at all the birds that fill up the space.  This must be the 
destination of their migration, their deliverance at the end of their trip escaping the cruel wind.  
I’ve never been this far south in the states.  I’ve endured the birds leaving and the winter passing, 
but never took refuge in the charitably warm winds of a Southern winter.
 But today offers no fleecy shoulder to snuggle up to.  Its cold and windy and I have to 
wrap my scarf around my head to keep the wind at bay.
 It’s not much to the historical site though.  The train station has gone, just the tracks 
cutting through town are left.  On the concrete blocks of the buildings across the tracks are a few 
faded murals that tell the story of W.C. Handy.  It goes that in 1903 as the composer was waiting 
for a train, he heard a most incredible and strange sound.  A man was singing “I’m going to 
where the Southern cross the dog” over and over as he accompanied himself on the guitar, 
sliding a knife across the strings to make them ring.  Handy was struck by the sounds, the 
weirdest he had ever heard, and returned to New Orleans inspired and set work including those 
bended notes into his compositions.  And so the blues was born.  I try not to think about the 
particulars of who was doing what in the birthing in that situation.  When we drove out of town 
an hour later and passed the water tower that is inscribed with the saying “Tutwiler, MS: Where 
the Blues Was Born” John Paul laughs.  “More like where the blues was noticed.”
 So the root had splintered off into two--the theft and story.  But for now we just wander 
the lot, taking it in.  The fog obscures any long view but I can see the faint silhouette of a man 
coming down the line.  We snap pictures of the Blues Trail marker, of the paintings.  We blow 
into our hands to warm them up.  The silhouette keeps getting closer.  We don’t say much.  I peek 
around the corner and look at the buildings along the main drag.  All constructed of cinderblocks, 
almost half of them have crumbled.  On the corner is a bodega, its blocks painted a light purple, 
its tin roof warped and rusted.  Halfway down is a building marked City Hall.  It is still standing, 
though it is flanked by buildings with less staying power.
 By now I can see the man who is steadily approaching us.  He is wearing a tan jumpsuit, 
it is probably down lined, its puffiness visible from a distance.  I put my camera away.
 “How ya’ll doing today?” he calls when he has crossed the road, about twenty yards from 
us.
 “Just fine,” John Paul says.
 He stops to shake each of our hands when he arrives.  Tight grip.
 “Here to see the sign?” he asks.  He almost fully conceals a smile.
 “That’s right,” I say.
 “Hard times hit us since then.”
 “You listen to the blues?” John Paul asks.
 “Me? Oh sure.  I’m too old for that rappin shit.”
 I smile.
 “Let me ask ya’ll, you done something to help the poor and the needy today?”
 We each oblige, hand him a dollar each and he tips his worn Saints cap and keeps 
moving.  John Paul and I look at each other and shrug.  We head back to the car.
 Sonny Boy Williamson II is buried just outside of town so we head out, passing through a 
more residential section of town.  It’s a darker palette through the streets with houses, more trees, 
a dark green to shield the houses from the sun.  Hardly anyone is out.  We pass a few old men 
strolling and a group of boys shooting baskets on a netless hoop.
 “Where do folks work around here?” I ask John Paul.
 “There’s a prison down the highway a bit.”
 Its not so much a cemetery as it is a random scattering of graves on the side of the road 
where Sonny Boy is buried.  We walk through the muddy lawn to get to where his marker is, 
tucked behind a tree and next to a large pile of mulch and trash.
 There’s no date for his birth, speculation reaching as far flung as 1896 to 1908.  He had 
risen to fame in the UK in the 1960’s but knew when his time was up and wanted to do his dying 
in Mississippi so he returned home.
 I look at the image of him cast in the marble and have a hard time imagining what it must 
have been like to be born at a point that could be forgotten.  With that wonder comes the hope 
that I have a homing device in me and that it will lead me where I need to go in my time of 
dying.
 Behind the car on the other side of the gravel road is a door frame.  There’s no door in 
place, just a simple assembly of three white pieces of wood carving out a rectangle of the cotton 
field beyond.   I leave the grave site and go to inspect it.
  Standing on one side and look at JP’s Exterra, the gray stones that speckle the ground to 
the left of it.  I pass through it and look out, seeing the geese, huddled together, taking slow, 
delicate steps around the cold, barren ground.
 Was I on the inside looking out now that I’d made it here or still outside looking in?  Was 
it standing at the grave looking out at the birds taking refuge in the fields or was I meant to repair 
to them and look at Sonny Boy’s grave?
 Before I checked out of the Riverside that morning, Rat asked me to stick around the in 
the living room/lobby while he ran an errand.  He was expecting another guest to come in and he 
wanted someone to be here when they arrived.
 “You own the place now,” he said, “I just take care of it.”
 I laugh, unsure what he means, though when I leave him a note to say thanks, I tell him 
that I’ll be back soon enough to check on things, seeing as how I own the place now.  
 I think about just what it might be that I own there at the cluttered, smoky, sagging 
building and I think about what the owner of the record shop told me that same day.  I had 
wandered to the back of the store, fingering through the 45s, trying to find a Little Willie John 
album.  There’s an open door in the back that leads to a small office and farther back a bedroom 
with clothes strewn across the floor.
 The owner gets up from his desk chair and comes out to chat.  I see a carton of Pall Malls 
on the desk beside him He asks me what I’m looking for.  I tell him I’m just browsing and show 
him the Little Willie John single in my hand.  He responds as I hoped he would.  Esoteric 
rhythms between us and we start talking shop.  He takes me to the front, shows me the LPs of 
LWJ.  A warped, water damaged, torn cover and a vinyl with surface noise was going for $200.  
The price isn’t marked on the sleeve.
 He asks me how long I’m in town for.  I tell him the weekend, that I caught the show at 
Ground Zero last night.  He scoffs.
 “I’ve got a real bone to pick with them.  They could get such better acts and they book it 
with junk.  Red’s does a little better of a job but not as many folks venture there.”
 He tells me he plays harmonica for a few of the bands that go through Red’s, that tonight 
should be a good night.
 “But mostly, these guys down here, they’re just copying Muddy Waters.  No one is 
playing the Delta blues down here anymore.”
 I nod, scraping the bottom of my blues barrel for an anecdote.
 I’m not surprised to hear it.  The image of folks with withered faces playing acoustic 
blues on the street corners with their cases sitting in front of them like open palms for change 
vanished during that early morning walk to town, past yards with tires half buried, their lawns 
looking like this cemetery in Tutwiler.  I wonder what death those rubber sites marked.
 “The only folks playing that stuff, the only ones who still want to learn and do it,” he 
continues, “are up in their dorm rooms in Massachusetts.”
 He looks me up and down; I must look like a Massachusetts college kid because he asks 
me if I play.  I tell him I don’t.  Our conversation doesn’t last much longer.
 
 Which side of the frame and still trying to piece together what I’ve been told by these 
Mississippi folks.  I look out and in, at John Paul smoking a cigarette and talking on the phone, 
trying to parse this existential riddle in the middle of a cottonfield.
 I start going back in my mind, trying to lay it all out.  I’m here because J. Dilla sampled 
Dionne Warwick.  I’m here because I’m a little brother.  I’m always looking up.
 I went to college, being initiated into north east liberal arts esoterica.  I spent my 
Freshman year pulling lint out of my pocket and watched folks exchange their currency of cool, 
hating myself for being able to just keep on keeping on.  But I had a big brother.
 So there I was, feeling like everyone had a ship to point in the right direction and sail.  I 
was thrown in the water, not knowing if I could even swim.  And like many suburban white boys 
before me I turned to folks like Biggie and Nas, purveyors of an older New York sound that 
injected a confidence, however fabricated, into my tender sensitivity.
 Earphones firmly in place I began to dig.  I reckoned, or at least thought I did, early on 
with the warped sense a reaffirmed masculinity by the lyrics of bombastic black men.  So I 
started to intellectualize it, historicize it.  I couldn’t rap, so I did the knowledge.  I started to open 
up to the samples that were being warped and contorted and distilled into hip hop and kept going. 
I started to understand how to listen to jazz, that a horn lick on a funk song can literally move 
me.  All that history flung me back to the Blues and to Robert Johnson.  I had heard his myth a 
million times before I ever heard a song of his.
 As dubious as the tale of him selling his soul to the devil is, I need to buy into the fable 
that down here at the bottom of the country there is something here that started it all but here I 
am with an empty door in front (or is it behind) me.  I need to believe that there is a windmill 
down here to be chased, to make sense of the sounds that more and more I am using to 
understand myself and my art by. 
 I’ve read the directions to Norman Mailer’s bomb shelter to hide from this existential 
dread, but I’ve also read Baldwin’s evisceration of it.  Either I’m walking in circles or getting 
closer to the center of the labyrinth.
Robert Birdsong told me that the Mississippi Delta carries top soil from every state along 
its banks and that when it floods every year, the most fertile dirt in the country seeps into this 
ground.  I wrote in my grant proposal for this trip that I wanted to write with the Delta’s dirt in 
my fingernails.  But I had bit my nails to the quick before I had even gotten off the bus.
Maybe its that I needed to see where I’d been told all this music came from.  If I’m going 
to write about it I should know it.  But would any of this even matter if I could sing?  If my art is  
anything then this is from where it sprung.  And if it isn’t than it never was but I want to believe 
that there is  something to this, some order some grain at the bottom of everything that will hold 
me when the flood comes and will wash ashore even after I’ve drowned.
Or else, what’s my cool?
Silence as we got back into the car.  It’s been a sobering day for both of us, I think, as we 
roll towards Greenwood and we turn the Led Zeppelin up loud.  Its about another hour into 
Greenwood and it passes quickly and uneventfully.
We drive straight through town and head out to the grave site, a couple miles north.  The 
town is just one long main drag, a touch of dust on everything to give it a sepia-colored look, like 
an old photograph I might have imagined if I hadn’t already scoped the place out on Google 
Earth.
JP turns the music down as we pull onto the grass driveway of Mount Zion church.  It 
would have been a long walk.  I was looking forward to it, a chance to slow build a reverie 
before seeing the muse’s grave, but its starting to drizzle and I’m thankful not only for the drive 
but someone to keep me company.
I was first introduced to Robert Johnson, albeit indirectly, by my neighbor Chris Martin.  
I sang in their blues band for one concert—a fourth of July concert at the community pool where 
I used to lifeguard that if Zach had witnessed, he would stop asking me to make music.  I hopped 
down from the chair, swim trunks still on, whistle around my neck, and tore up my vocal chords 
with a shrieking, off key rendition of CCR’s “Fortunate Son,” and a sedated version of Eric 
Clapton’s “Crossroads Blues” a cover of Robert Johnson, and from which, however skeptically, 
the myth of Johnson selling his soul to the devil, found its location.
 I met Chris in Middle School.  Even then he was kind of a fat kid, but he had yet to let his 
curly hair flop down into his face and had not yet donned his ACDC shirts like he did that July.  
We listened to a lot of Ja Rule together.  Chris told me one morning on the bus that, of any of us, 
I could be a wigger.  “You’re from Philly,” he told me, “That’s real.  You don’t have be dress so 
white and preppy.”  I probably put a hand to my gelled hair and pulled down my jeans a bit more.
 I, like many of my friends in middle school, had toyed with that idea.  We all watched 
BET at home and waited for hours at the computer for our first mp3s to download—Fabolous, 
Ludacris, Jagged Edge.  Rappers gave us an easy slang to adopt when we tried to flirt with girls 
on instant messenger and gave my pre-pubescent anxieties about Taryn Fry or Sarah Scheid a bit 
of a bolstering.  I didn’t have the heart to tell Chris that I lived in Mount Airy, a crunchy 
neighborhood on the West side of Philadelphia, that my Dad walked me to school every morning, 
and we belonged to a co-op.  What I did say was that I was the only white kid in my kindergarten 
class and played the arresting officer in the annual rendition of the Rosa Parks story (my brother 
Steve had played the same role the year before.)
 Being from Philly was a convenient bit of authenticity in a social world dictated by brand 
name t-shirts and untied shoes.  I never threw on a Fubu shirt or anything but I kept that card in 
my back pocket.
 I pull out my brother’s jacket from the bag and put the hood up.  The drops are small, 
fragments pulled apart by the wind.  We had taken Money street up through the northern suburbs, 
past beautiful old colonial houses with long white pillars on the porches.  Then the landscape had 
opened up again, winding roads past low flat fields. Flocks of geese were white dots on the 
brown soil.
 Mount Zion is marked by a hand painted sign and is a wooden building, one story.  To the 
left is the cemetery, a bit more laid out than the one in Tutwiler. 
 “Do you want me to show you where it is or should I let you wander?”  JP asks as he 
rummages in the car for a cigarette.  He wants to leave something on the tomb.  He’s been here 
before, coming back again, wanting to be there when I see it.
 “Show me,” I say.  I know where the grave is, I’ve seen pictures, and don’t want to feign 
a search.  I also don’t want turn down his hospitality.  So I hop back to the car, dig through my 
bag to try to find something appropriate to leave on the tomb and follow JP through the grass.
 The grave is in the far left corner of the lot, under a tall pecan tree, its branches warping 
and reaching far out over the marker like a store’s awning.  All that I could find in my bag was a 
45 adapter for my turntable.  Original pressings of Johnson’s music spin at 78 rpms.  When 
singles became the norm, the smaller 45 was in fashion and then when long playing albums hit 
their stride, around my Dad’s 10th birthday, they spun at 33 1/3 rpm.  I’d recently found a deal in 
Lancaster for 10 45s for $1.   I dug through the crates, snatching Earth Wind & Fire and Prince, 
as well as some unknowns, telling myself that I wasn’t making the random selections based on 
whether the singer’s name sounded black.  Anyway, the point is, the hole in the center of the 
record of 45s is much bigger than the one for 78s or 33s.  My turntable only has a small one, 
mainly for 33s, it doesn’t even turn at 78 rpm.  I leave the small little plastic circle at the edge of 
the tombstone, half hanging off.  It’s probably fallen by now.  The symbol of the antiquarian 
fetishist at the tomb of the unknowingly mythologized.
 “Smells like the ocean,” JP says and he’s right, there’s a salty taste in the air.  Not as 
sticky as the beach but just as wet.  The geese in the field on the other side of the road provide 
the white noise.  There’s no tv or internet.  No music playing.  Just two audiophiles trying to see 
what they hear at the foot of a man long dead.
 On the back there is a quote from his song “From Four Till Late” that goes “When I leave 
this town I’m gon bid you fare, farewell/And when I return again, you’ll have a great long story 
to tell.”
 JP has wandered off, inspecting the fake poinsettias left at another grave.  I take a 
moment and wonder what all this mythologizing and story telling does if I had never even tried 
to see him before this.  The hook in my navel disengages and I fight back a flood of tears.  I 
don’t know if this changes anything except add another story to the collection.
 I take another moment, breath deep, see how the long arm of the tree frames  a nice view 
of the grave and the fields beyond. Another moment in asylum with the birds and then I trudge 
back to the car, give JP the high sign that I’m ready to and we walk to the car.  As we pull away I 
text a friend: “greetings from Robert Johnson’s gravesite in Greenwood, MS” to which he almost 
immediately responds, “Greetings from Michael Jackson’s star in Hollywood.”
 I sink back into the heated tan leather of the car and imagine sinking my hands into 
Michael’s, how that compares to sleeping in Muddy Waters’ bed and if I’m doing that on the 





I had to decide if I was burning or was the one striking the match.  That’s how I started 
doing the whole Tower of Babel thing.  First abandoned building I went in to, I brought a can of 
spray paint with me.  And I couldn’t hear a thing the last time I went in.  I used to see 
symphonies when the 5 flushed out from the mine shaft underpass and would gush squinting 
yellows and smiling greens and underlaid blues like the softness of the bottom of your tongue 
when you burn it on Dad’s Matzoh ball soup.  I used to play piano on the reflecting window 
sunset on Arch St.  Looking at panes to hear them ring.
 It’s not a question of being blind or deaf.  Sound is a color and color is just a memory in 
here.  Still, even here I can still smell the smoke of that building I burned.  I was trying to speak 
the language of the city, tag its walls with a permanence that debt and death and sound and color 
couldn’t erase.  To build a tower of colored Krylon crusted stories and burn them to the ground.
Do I regret it?  Look, Mom was dead and it didn’t really matter where I went.  Most 
folks, most white folks, they had split anyway.  Long before.  The Gleasons next door, they 
hoofed it out with Johnny Carson when he went and started taping in Burbank.  Fucking 
California.  I used to play ball with their kid, only kid I knew that had a split finger at age 8.  He 
was the next Catfish Hunter.  But the only Catfish left in the city while I was still there were 
cooped up in that nice little pond on 151st and the closest you got to them was seeing them swing 
their bats in the on deck circle.
 Theo was half white and three quarters checked out, but he stuck around so it was just me 
and him, tossing rocks into the river and tagging walls with green fury.   
 It always shook me, that night Theo told me how he was afraid the world would stop 
spinning.  I was 19.  Dropped out.  Lindsay’d bankrupted the city and with it, the colleges.  Dad 
wasn’t footing the bill with Mom sick and so there I was listening to Theo talk tarot cards and 
clenching my fists.
 You know I used to hold a stone in my right hand, turning it over and over, trying to 
comb away the outer layers of cold from the rock.
 That’s to bad, I told him.
 What? the sleeping or the spinning?  Theo had gone back to spraying the cab of the 
abandoned crane that I sat on top of.  He moved with a razor’s precision, I rattled my foot, half 
out of my shoe.  We popped Benzedrine telling ourselves we need to stay up to paint but neither 
of us was really sleeping at that point.
 The spinning he said.
 I set the stone down, palms against the yellow-cold whole notes of metal.  
 We were below the Willis Ave. bridge on an abandoned construction site, ground strewn 
with gravel that Theo always kicked as we approached.  I liked the uneven feel below my feet.  
Mom showed me this spot when we used to take walking tours of the Bronx.  Up to Riverside 
and take the entire Concourse in, counting the tires that piled up in the repair shops and shooing 
the pigeons away from the rice that the shop owners left out.
 And then the sickness.
 Oh yeah,  my momma she told me, Theo said.  
 He spoke like he showed up in New York after fifty years of wandering Appalachia, sent 
up from the delta, trading his guitar for a sack of Beenies.
 Yeah, she heard it on the radio or something.
 I can remember every time I looked at my watch that year.  It was 12:01.  The bridge 
would swing out at 12:03.
 I told him to shut the fuck up and closed my eyes, arms tense and straightened.  Foot still 
going.  Why do you have to say something like that?  I shouldn’t have asked.  Chills throbbing in 
my palm.  There was a deep red of foreboding lingering in my mouth.
 Well, right, so, no.  But listen, do you know what would happen if it did?
 I stared at Theo below.  A puff of spray paint clouded between us.
 If what did?  The world?
 Dull unfocused worry.
I’ll tell ya, it’ll, well, what happens is that the spins keep the oceans in one place and the 
separate poles.  If the world stops spinning what my mom says the radio says is that all the water 
would go top or bottom like.  And the middle would be one big land bridge they call it.  The 
whole way around the earth.
He was talking so fucking fast.
 Theo began to climb the cab.  12:02.  I remember closing my eyes and how the lights 
from Manhattan turned a blue-violet billows against the silhouetted skyscrapers.  As he climbed 
he looked less like a body and more like a shadow--black amongst the buildings coming closer 
and closer. 
 Shoot Danny.  We could walk there right now if we wanted, nothing to stop us if the 
world stops spinning.  The water’d be back home south and me and you and us could go there 
right now, on over to Manhattan any time we well pleased.
 We only stared at the skyline. 
 Theo, the only time we can’t cross over to Manhattan, mosey on over..
 God I sounded like Dad.
 ...is when the bridge is out for that eight or nine minutes.  And even then there’s at least 
three others that don’t swing and could take us there day or night, regular as Reggie Jackson.
 I never knew until now the hate that you feel for the people you love when circumstance 
cuffs you to them.
 It was the fall we spent staring at Manhattan, glad that we still had the Yankees on our 
side of the spinning river, though even they couldn’t seem to stand still long enough to ease the 
nausea.
 It’s not the spinning that’s stopping us from getting there.
 The bridge moved right on time.  It always did.  I think Theo took more assurance in that 
than I did.
 The stuttering creak of the metal hinges giving way to slow move.  The intricate patterns 
of steel laced and looped around each other, burrowing towards the base at the center of the river. 
The bridge looked like a skeletal figure, standing waste deep in the Harlem river, opening 
himself to the island tide.
 What was there to say.  We weren’t going to ask why we were still living here, how we 
were left behind.  Theo tapping his can against his metal seat like always.  I liked to feel the 
hollow vibrations below me.  Quiet like we forgot we shared a language.  That still happens to 
me now, except there’s no skyline here.
 Now I just got to figure how to fall asleep.  Theo said, and he stopped banging.
 I used to get up at dawn and go to work at that donut shop on 140th.  I would always wake 
up just before my alarm, laying suspended between the fading gold tide of sleep and waking’s 
damp slate sand.  The last brush of slumber goes and the watch begins to beep.  Pallid cold feet 
to blue cold floor I’d linger for another moment staring into the window and a colorless dawn 
outside.  
 6:03.  I always set my alarm to odd minutes.
 Stomach clenched at the early hour but rising and dressing eventually to move into the 
hall.  My parents gave me that watch to wake up after the fathomless construction had finally 
ended.  While they were working on the expressway there was no need for a watch to come get 
you.  The drilling like a shaking concrete rooster waking everyone before the clocks could make 
it to the right side of 7.  The splitting sound of construction digging through the Bronx--from 
dusk to dawn, from Manhattan to Queens.  Sounds of overpass.
 On the first day of work it was fractured heavens and only bits of thin yellow light 
peaking in.
 Morning, Dan.  Mom was sleeping on the couch then.  Propped up on pillows, a folded 
newspaper in hand, burrowed beneath a thinning blanket.
 Mmm. I took a mug, poured a cup of yesterday’s cold coffee and took a long swallow.
 Dan, oh, wait, I need to ask you.  Oh, where, was I?  Oh here.  Danny I wanna ask ya 
something.
 I watched Mom squint and hold the paper at different lengths from her face like a jeweler 
with a stone.  Her pen held loosely in hand.  It wasn’t shaking yet.
 Ma,  you can ask me later, when you’re feeling up to it.
 Damnit Dan, just give me a minute.
 I sat down next to her but kept my eyes in my lap with my mug.
 Oh, geez, I’m sorry Dan, but lets not fall to pieces.
 I looked at the mirror above the mantelpiece.  It was too high for anyone to see their own 
reflection--all we could see from the couch was the edge where the wall met the ceiling.  A thin 
strip of shadow to distinguish the lines.
 Here it is.
 I leaned over, slipping between Mom and the cushions of the couch to see the crossword.
 I’ve got the first letter: E.  The clue, lets see, 42 down, right.  Ology of historical or 
mythical explanation.”
 I sat up again.
 Eitology?  Dumb hint.
 Maybe you’re right.  But Mom she never let it go that easy.  See that’s the trouble with 
these things, Dan, you never now if you’re right or wrong, ya know?  Nothing to go on.  She let 
the newspaper fall to her side in a heap.  Ever since I started these I’ve been more and more 
convinced, maybe, that its not how smart you art but how sure of yourself you are.  Two weeks 
on the couch and I haven’t finished one.  I’ll tell ya maybe I’m not sure of anything anymore, 
that’s what I’m sure of.
 I brushed imaginary dirt from my pant leg and looked again at the mirror.  Nothing 
rippling through it.
 I looked down again, back to the mantel and then the fireplace.
 Ma, I’m pretty sure that’s it.  And how come we never have a fire in the fireplace?
 No flew.  Your Dad once tried to start a fire in it.  Almost burned the house down.  Didn’t 
know you needed proper ventilation before you go lighting fires.
 I stood up and took my glass to the sink.  Made for the door.  I wanted to watch the 
sunrise trigger the color out of the garages.
 As I passed the couch on the way to the door Mom reached out her arms.
 Hug me Danny. and really enjoy yourself, first day and all.  Do what they tell ya unless 
you think that’s maybe not what a working boy, or man, or kid, or whoever you are, should do.
 I leaned down, turning my face to the side at the last minute to avoid her kissing me on 
the lips.
 Get better mom.
  The walk to the donut shop was quick and I knew I could stick around for a little bit 
anyway after that first sunrise.  Up our block and no one in sight.  I could hear the bread trucks 
clunking down the potholes a few blocks over, their tail ends rattling like some steel formed 
dancers.  When I turned onto Brook I could see the morning dogs and their walkers.  It was hot 
even then and the dogs’ tongues and the peoples shoulders slouched down and out.  I said good 
morning to every one of them.
  By the time I got to Saint Anne’s I could see the blue-reed uniforms of the mechanics 
start to lift the garage doors and the first rays hit the stained glass above.
  There was no bustle yet, just a slow walk as the sun returned.
 Yeah so they had me working in the back, the early morning shift.  Dad got me the job, he 
was in Korea with the wop that ran the place--Dom.  He told me, first day, I don’t want no 
screwin around back there, hear me?  Keep an eye on these negroes out front, keep them from 
stealin the donuts.  No freebies.  I nodded as I pulled on a white turned dull apron.  What did I 
care?  I was just happy I could be alone in the back and not have to talk to anyone.  Dom was 
still going.  Only reason they here is so that other black folks will come in and buy em, thinking 
that they’re buyenum fromum selves.  Huh huh.
 Fuckin A.
 And so he left me there in the back.  He would check in from time to time, coming down 
from the apartment above the store but I spent most of that time alone, watching the sun move 
through the tiny window in the upper right corner, cut out from the cinderblocks.  The corner 
revealing lighter and warmer shades of grey until the sun was high and the vat could hmm out 
blue notes of fried dough.  The boys up front they didn’t really even know I was there at first.  At 
least they didn’t acknowledge it.  I would bring the fresh ones out when they needed them until 
around 10 when we turned the vat off for the day and I would start the cleaning.  Nods and 
downcast eyes is all we exchanged that first day.  I didn’t have much to say.  Inside my head, it 
was a whirl with half completed buildings crumbling around me and mom on the couch of every 
one of them.
 The end of that first day, after we stopped making donuts and I got tired of looking for 
blue notes in the cramped back room, I found a piece of scrap paper and started sketching what I 
could remember of those stained glass windows on the 
 I was starting to really vibe, trying to remember my Old Testament, to tell the story with 
the right colors.  Find that line between the two on the paper pressed to the back of the tiny desk 
where we punched our time sheets.
 I thought you were Jewish.
 Jesus I nearly jumped out of my seat.  Martin, one of the guys up front had been standing 
right behind me, waiting to clock out.
 I love to build I told him.
 After that, they started to invite me to join them on smoke breaks.  “Danny, catch a fire?” 
Martin said the next day.  He was the shortest of the three, but the most imposing.  He liked to 
wear the baseball shirts, showing off his muscles.  Being the leader and all.  I could tell that first 
day he had that spark moths would come to warm by it.  Folks like Lucky and Hank, the other 
two boys that work in the shop and followed his lead.  The yes men.  Everyday Martin would 
come back to my station next to the conveyor, shake my hand, and ask my if I had helped the 
poor and the needy that day.  Thought he was joking so I laughed that first time and had to 
quickly turn it into a cough.  He’d spend those broiled days sitting on one of the counters out 
front, joking with the customers, flirting with the old ladies who came in for plain donuts.  I once 
asked him when he started getting so political.  He looked at me and said it must have been nice 
to get to choose.
 In the alley behind the shop, past my station with the vat and the conveyor, back to where 
the Korean grocery and the auto garage formed an alleyway with our shop, an abandoned lot 
behind us.  Dark soil and crumbled cement.  It looked wet even in that heat.  That’s where we’d 
light up.
 Hank spent a whole day back there once, lots of folks would come through and talk 
neighborhood politics with Martin and I guess someone tipped him off that Hank had done you 
know what with who knows who on the wrong who knows where.  I brought him out some 
chocolate glazed.  A fucking Donut Shop--the hub of activity for the black panther cubs. It was 
amusing to watch from the back though, at least at first.
 We smoked out in the dripping cement, water pouring in from the back of the garage, as it 
traced the low laying veins of the concrete, and as we rolled tobacco and grass into loose fitting 
paper scabbards, I looked at Martin and Lucky and Hank, then I looked behind them at the 
crumbling building then back at those three.  Martin exhaled belly full of smoke, contorting his 
mouth in a fiendish O and a hand started a slow creep up the back of my neck I knew, I was sure, 
that Mom was going to die.
 I hardly listened to most of the conversations.  My attention span was none.  Only chimed 
in when started in on the Yanks, riding the Reggie Jackson roller coaster with them, barking hate 
onto his swing when he was striking out and folding up our own Hall of Fame ballots when he 
was crushing the ball onto the concourse.  None of them lived in such limbo about Reggie as I 
did, never going quite as far with their bashing or allowing him to affect their feelings that much.  
I guess I over did it.  Their minds were focused on the streets and I needed anything to distract 
me from the immediacy of those days.  So I tuned out when they talked of gangbanging and who 
jumped who with what crew.  I inhaled heavily, blowing pot and cigarettes to the babble, filling 
and clearing my lungs and watching the smoke vanish.  I tried to shut off, to watch it go into the 
ether, watch the ruins of the building behind us, imagining what they were like back when things 
were whole, back when it was ours.
 Look, it wasn’t summer anymore, it wasn’t long, it was endless and it wasn’t heat for 
frying.  It was a dull black burn on the inside of my eyelids that told me every time I blinked that 
we had gone off the tracks but the wheels would keep spinning.  The engine had died and the 
conductor was locked in the basement with a thousand broken bones.  The wheels, spinning 
towards nowhere were fueled by the cars overhead, by the smog wafting in from Manhattan and 
from the stink that came from every drooping building this side of the expressway.
 But I liked the work, it was slow and neat and quiet.  And I liked the walk home.  I liked 
to stop outside the pizza shop those Puerto Ricans brothers owned and listened to their music 
blasting.  I’d take the corner slow, sometimes stop and lean back on the wall.  Horns plunging 
into a deep orange pool.  Dad always used to tell me that gray had the most shades but he never 
picked dough from his finger nails to the orange sounds of those horns wiping away every shade 
blue in your head.  Mother’s cancer blue meet trombone slide tangerine and the failed architect 
cobalt crumbles with the gushing sun gleaming on washboard scrapes.
 How many can you name?
 I was looking at a photograph on the wall of a bunch of what looked like jazz cats 
huddled on a front stoop.  Pork pie hats and bowlers, black suits and stern glances.  Miss Rainey 
was sitting in a worn dark red chair, bloated with fabric but without rips.  Its seams were true she 
had told me.
 Is that Monk at the bottom?  He was the only one I recognized, that beard standing off, 
away from the other men, surrounded by white-skirted black girls, not looking at the camera.  I 
had seen a record of his, maybe at Theo’s house.
 The loneliest.  She said.  She didn’t look up from the knitting, but I could see her smile to 
herself as she squinted at the heap of greenish blue yarn in her lap.
 I felt uneasy standing on the wall while this old black lady sat and knit.  There was 
something odd about it, her just letting me in and sitting right down again.  I rolled my shoulders 
and readjusted my backpack.  
 You mean Thelonious?  I finally took off my bag and sat on the couch across from her.  I 
couldn’t just stand there any longer. 
  I didn’t expect anyone to be there.  Martin told me it was cleared out but there she was, 
must have heard me come up the steps and standing out on the landing waiting for me.  Her 
apartment was on the fifth, where the steps changed from straight to a spiral.  She was out there 
like she was expecting me and just saying “come on it, boy” and me too surprised to turn right 
around.
 Right, the loneliest.  I still couldn’t tell which she was saying and she wouldn’t look up 
from her knitting.  Her hands were moving tight and quick and I caught myself staring at the 
pink of her palms.
 My parents don’t play music in the house, I said, to break the spell that kept me staring at 
her hands.  I made myself inspect the rest of the tiny apartment.  Yellowing walls from decades 
of smoking indoors and small bookshelves peppered along them, books stacked vertically.  The 
couch and chair arrangement, bisected by a low, flaking coffee table with cigarettes put out in 
mugs and an ashtray on top of a stack of TV guide books, bent pages opened to the crossword.
 It used to upset me as a child and my parents couldn’t take the crying.  But my mom she 
does the crosswords too.
 I can’t stand them.  I stopped doing them years ago.  I had to keep working until I 
finished one.  I took up knitting instead.  You can just work at it, winding and twisting the yarn.  
It don’t matter when you start or finish.  This one--she lifted the yarn in her lap slightly--I been 
workin on for, what, a year now, something.  She held up the pile higher and I saw an infinitely 
long scarf unwind itself from the folds.  The bottom spilled onto crusted carpet.  She had used 
several different types of yarn, white thick patches giving way to deepest purples and thin blue 
rivers in the middle.
 I just keep working and the more tangled it gets.  Just keeps building.
 How’d the Yanks do today?  Ya know?  The radio’s busted here.
 Fuck.
  Right so I would go up there to that building and paint almost every night that last week.  
Martin had told me about this abandoned spot he knew one day while we were leaving the shop, 
swore it wouldn’t get touched and that folks had cleared out years ago.  We were walking down 
3rd ave when he told me, past this guy humming a disco song and walking these three German 
Shepherds.  They weren’t tangled up or anything, just these three big old dogs walking down the 
street calm as can be.  I missed what Lucky said about where it was but we past it on Sedgwick 
and he pointed it out.
 The lowest point was probably 8 or 9 stories but it sort of emerged like a staircase or 
something, I’d never noticed the building before, I don’t know how, but probably 10 stories in 
the middle and 12 at the very top.  Brick.  The craziest thing though is that it didn’t have any 
windows.  Isn’t that nutty?  I asked Martin if anyone had ever lived there, not being able to see 
out.
 Live anywhere when you have to live somewhere he said.  I swear to God at times he 
thought he was some kind of street buddha.  But we needed some of that then.
 But I liked the way that paint smelled inside.  Without the windows and letting the 
clouded air cling to me, you know?  The uppers had my head on the rise...so, but the way it 
smelled in that room, it leveled me out.  A cruising altitude 12 stories up.
 I went home that night, warm for September and it felt like I carried that room in my 
head.  I had painted for hours, towers on top of tower on top of towers.  I used one whole wall to 
do blueprints.  Its not like I went in there with a plan or anything.  But I was climbing those 
stairs, up and up and up.  At Miss Rainey’s floor, where staircase turned to a spiral and I couldn’t 
see the end, no top no bottom.  And it just sort of a came into my head.  A clear streak of an idea 
unravelling down my mind.  We had learned about it in Hebrew school back when dad still made 
me go.  I guess that’s why I wanted to be an architect, that’s kind of the goal, isn’t it?  Building 
something like that?  Folks were trying in every way, it seemed like, to get to a point where it felt 
like that, where it was one and together.  Like before you thought you needed anything else.
 Anyway, my head was spinning, I couldn’t smell anything and I had to cling to that 
bannister as I climbed the steps home, blue smears on my hand and drips going down my 
sleeves.  It was about the only thing that was nice about the spot we were living in.  Disrepair 
everywhere, faded yellow everything except for that gleaming marble bannister.
 I collapsed into bed, turned off, and got up an hour later and went to work.
 Billy Martin was taking the Yanks on a tear.  I’d wake up in the evening, I was sleeping 
after work, and watch the games with Dad.  He’d sit on the end of the couch with Mom’s feet in 
his lap and keep his hands on his hips.  Wiping his face, slowly, like he was getting sauce off his 
mouth, contorting his features, pulling blue stubble across his square jaw.  I don’t think he could 
even focus on the game, you know?  He looked so uncomfortable.  Always reaching for another 
one of the donuts I had made and brought home.
 I would sit on the floor and tried not to think about anything but the next pitch.  Then I’d 
get up and go paint.
 The docs here, well I guess you know this, they explained it as some sort of broken 
barrier between what is normally two separate parts of the brain.  Like the sound part springing a 
leak into sight, flooding the senses.  I mean, I didn’t even notice it until it was gone.  No one 
talks about the way they are seeing, how they are hearing.  Folks had other stuff on their mind.  
And music was crawling out of every corner at that point, folks with boomboxes marching down 
the street, it was like black hippies.  A stereo on your shoulder saying do the knowledge was like 
some hippie peace fighter with his two fingers out.  I just ignored it.  I don’t remember seeing 
anything coming out of those boiler rooms of sound anyway.
 By the end all the paint had my nose clogged, clumps of blood falling out.  So I couldn’t 
smell, had stopped listening and couldn’t look up afraid that I might see Mom trembling on the 
couch.
 The more I went out to paint each night, right, the more folks started confusing me for 
one of those Soundview white kids who were staking ground against the Puerto Ricans and those 
black folks just for the hell of it, like they wanted to make it into a race war.  I didn’t even think 
about being white until all the other white folks left, like we were supposed to too.  Closest I 
came to thinking about it was wondering when I was a kid why that Wop at the deli who Mom 
bought her fish from didn’t count as white.  That market is still there but we were on Dad’s 
forced marches of spaghetti and soup and mom not even stepping foot in the kitchen for that last 
year before I wound up here.  Food’s a lot like dad’s here, squishy and just as quiet at the table.
 Look, let’s get one thing straight--it’s not like I hated New York or that it was some kind 
of bigotry, ok?  I mean Mom loved it and Dad got a kick out of it, I think, living in the same 
town as the Yanks, like he could cop a feel of the pro’s by walking down the concourse to the 
games.  And it’s not like I was building a picket fence in my head or anything, its just that we 
were chewing the scraps of another city’s dinner up there.  You know, I wanted to build but Dad 
was right, everything there was already there.  Nothing new under the sun he said.
 Mom used to take me, in the summer, down to Manhattan to see him work.  I never 
figured out how she knew where he would be, you know?  But we’d go down on the train, I was 
what, 8 when we started.  Never left the Bronx before and definitely never been underground.  
I’d close my eyes before we sunk thinking that if I turned out the lights first I’d still have some 
control.  Maybe I should start doing that again.  Anyway, so its, we’d get out down there and 
Mom was moving slow even then.  Taking it all in.  She didn’t walk like the people down there.  
She’d do this lean, you know, like someone had a hand pressing on her back, pushing her ahead, 
on a tilt.  So we’d move slow through the crowded silver sidewalks, folks cycloning around us, 
hands bared down, suitcases in hand.  I hated those train stations in town.  Spider webs, black 
soot curtain calls.  I kept my head down.  I held Mom’s hand and we’d climb up the stairs and as 
soon as we broke the surface Mom would close her eyes for just a second and extend her heck 
like she was reaching up to smell a flower.  I held her hand tighter.
 When I’d walk with Dad he moved like we were racing.  He told me you never really 
knew a person until you crossed a street with them and so he’d dash out in front at the last 
minute into the street.  Too many times I’d have to be on the wrong side of the street looking at 
Dad look at me impatiently.
 But yeah so walking with Mom in the middle of town, slow move, my eyes on stilts with 
the buildings all around me.  It felt like the city was sitting on top of me and crossing streets was 
like trying to crawl out from beneath.
 Seeing him made me want to build the tallest building, one that was taller than all the 
grime in the city, so that they’d never have to be cleaned.  Clean shining up in the atmosphere.
 We found him that first day on Madison below 54th.  He wasn’t too far up yet, maybe the 
10th floor, I can still see the squeegee in his hand.  I wanted to call out to him but there was too 
much noise and I couldn’t get loud enough without turning to a shriek and mom made me stop.  
So we just stood there for a while, on the other side of the street, necks craned looking at Dad 
stuck onto the side of the building, like the way potatoes get when they sit out too long.  But 
instead of a green sprout he was a neon plastic overtone on the steel.  I tried hard not to imagine 
what it would look like if he fell and I would look away and follow a woman in the mink coat 
with my eyes as she moved down the street.  Or unfocus my eyes and let the cars slide past like 
the brushstrokes of an aimless painter.
 But I’d always look back at Dad, could see the long bill of his baseball cap, the blue sun 
drained to a wan purple.  A raisin cry.  When I was younger I asked him if he could see the ball 
park from up there.  When I was older I asked if he ever got scared of the height.
 We were standing in the arch doorway when I asked him that, hands balled into the 
sleeves of my sweatshirt.  Dad undid a button on his denim Carhardt.
 You get used to it to the point so it gets to be you’re only afraid to look down when you 
are on the ground.
 I never could tell Mom that I hated it, seeing him up there, but I loved moving in the flow 
of the real city with her.  Made me long for a life there, and a reason to walk like that.  But I 
always wondered if Dad could see us down there--Mom staring, smiling, one hand on hip, the 
other a visor for the sun.  Or the middle fingers tucked into the back pockets of her jeans, rising 
onto tip toes and back onto her heels.  Me in my grey or green or blue sweatpants, unsure of what 
to think and where to look.
 We stopped taking those walks in high school.  Though sometimes Mom would take me 
out to calm down when I got over worked and unhinged.  But that stopped, school, and mom’s 
walks, around the same time.  Though I would walk her to treatment sometimes.  I liked the way 
the hospital smelled--a sort of immunity.  I sat with her and watched her fight to push her head 
up into that leaning smile but all we could smell was the disinfectant and it looked like she was 
lifting the whole world on the top of that nose and it never made it up.
 Sitting there, my hands in my lap, and my mind racing to say anything and scraping the 
empty bottom of the well, I hoped that Dad had seen us on the first day, looking up.
 Dom stopped checking in as much at the store and that was all well and good, you know.  
What with how we started getting looser with the donuts we’d sneak and Martin and the boys 
had kind of turned it into a meeting place for their crew.  They’d talk politics and gangs and stop 
the violence over donuts and coffee.  I’d stay in the back.  I’d rather spin my wheels thinking 
about that painting than tricking myself to think things could change.  Every wall was covered 
now.  Huge, towering palaces breaking the heavens of the ceiling.  I thought about telling the 
guys, wondering if I would ever show anyone.  But they were deep into it and had stopped their 
talk of abandoned buildings.  It was all alliances and knowledge then.  They were blasting some 
crazy shit on the speakers during those buildings.  Half-songs and heavy drums, it made my head 
spin.  All I could focus on was the next donut ring coming out of the machine.  One after the 
other, order in those fried circles.
 I guess Dom must have figured, though, what was up, and Dad must have bumped into 
him or something because he asked me about it one night.  He was chopping onions on a baking 
sheet in the kitchen and mom was lying on the couch, legs perfectly straight and her eyes 
delicately closed.
 Fine, Danny, that’s it huh?  You are really going to play this one so close to the vest, huh?  
He told me.
 Chest, Dad.  It’s close to the chest.
 What is?
 What?  The saying, Dad.  Play this one close to the chest.
 Dan, the saying is not the point here.  The point is work.  Dom tells me you are showing 
up late, stealing donuts, forgetting to turn off the machine so it keeps making them even in a lull.  
That’s the issue Dan, vest or no vest.
 Pop, I turned the game off and stood up from my chair.  I stand there and donuts come 
out.  You heard any one complaining about a lack of donuts coming out the store?  Those circles 
spin out with or without me.
 Would you rather be in school?  Those building were built with or without you.  At least 
they’re paying you there.  Mom said.
 Dad nodded, pointing what he clearly thought was a wise finger at Mom.
 Listen to me, Dan.  What they do is, they shuffle you in, get you in so as to fill up your 
head with so much the theoretical pigeon shit and so you can’t see the world straight again.  She 
reached for her crossword.  I went to school.  Got, pregnant, stopped the art history.  It was a real 
goose.
 That’s what I’ve been saying, kiddo, it’s to work with you Dad said.
 That’s not the life you wanted for yourself, depressed from thinking too much.  No, you’ll 
get some money from the donuts, you’ll get yourself a nice job at Uncle Marty’s bank and what 
else?  Huh?  Nothing.  You work, you live.  It’s good.  That other malarky, that’s not what you 
want.
 What? I asked, living in Rochester?
 Or being pregnant in Rochester said Dad between sniffles from the onions.
 Studying, you nitwits.  At least you’re making something in that donut shop.  That model 
is still taking up all the space in your room like its supposed to be there, like we have room for 
that nonsense and you not even knowing how to finish it.  I mean, what’s not built?  Only the 
miniatures.  No, you do this work and you get out of your own head.
 90 percent of the game is half mental Dad clicked his tongue and smiled at his sneakers.  
We both just looked at him.  He went back to chopping onions and me to my room.
   In my tiny, lightless room I stared at the unfinished blocks strewn around and the two 
unconnected columns of the arch.  And I popped another pill.
 She, Miss Rainey, she’d let me in, give me some coffee, put on some jazz, sax mostly.  
Coltrane, Mobley, Sanders.  She said it was vampire bites in sound form.  I’d sit in the chair next 
to her, open up my head and let those folks crawl in there--salty-teared explosion dissolved into 
the watery joy of sound, churning through the islands of my mind.
 Miss Rainey just sat there and knit, asked about my mom.  I never asked why she still 
lived there.  I’d just let them paint in my head and then head upstairs and put up whatever still 
clung there after then record had spun away.
 I still went down to the river a good amount.  Theo wasn’t around as much as he used to.  
He had fallen in with some other folks around town, the Ghetto Brothers, and started wearing 
one of those sleeveless denim jackets.  He looked like a fool.  But he still made some time to 
paint with me.  Everyone else had joined up with a gang.  I was in the wrong spot with the wrong 
skin.  Man without a country.
 I explained to Theo the whole thing, the painting I was doing in the building, about its top 
in the heavens and getting back to one language.  He just nodded.  Asked me if I learned that in 
the white man’s school.  Then he started talking about the next tag he wanted to throw up.
 We stuck to the same spot, down by the construction site.  I knew they weren’t using it 
because the crane was always at the same crooked angle, clawing at the city behind us.  I’d 
mostly just look at the other tags.  I had never thought of a good one for myself and didn’t want 
to started throwing up a bad one only to later get a good one and have to switch.  Every time I 
tried to doodle one out I’d just look at the pen in my hand and think of Mom.  I couldn’t keep 
from shaking.  I stopped writing completely when they took her to Mt. Sinai.
 I asked Theo one night why he kept changing his tag name.
 Each one’s better than the last he told me.
 But how will people know which one is yours?
 I guess they won’t.  Look man, I’m not sweating it, really I mean everyone’s got their 
name on the wall.  If you know who you’re looking at you’ll find them.  If you don’t you don’t.
 You don’t just want one sign for you though?  I thought that was the whole thing, 
representing it with your one tag.
 Got more than one for me.  The city knows all my names.
 I thought about my piece back at the apartment and wondered if I’d show it to anyone 
else.
 Its almost midnight I remember saying, Do you want to go up to the bridge?
 You mean while its turning?
 Yeah come on.  Haven’t you ever wondered what it looks like from there?
 He agreed and kicked a stone all the way out.  I almost tripped as we climbed the gravel 
slope.  Theo didn’t even turn his puffed out afro around to see if I was OK.  He was muttering 
something to himself, sounding half southern half demonic, singing to the sliding gravel.
 He kept looking over his shoulder as we approached the bridge.  There were no cars in 
either direction and the yellow glow street lamps, like a series of locker room light-showers 
against a black nothing, revealing only cracked cement circles.  But he still kept looking.
 I first heard the footsteps just as we reached the slit in the road where the bridge began.  
Fast footfalls, deadening in the heavy fall air.  Theo must have heart them first, taking off before 
I could even put it together.  The steps crescendoed and it felt like it had been years since I had 
run.  Maybe it had.  My lungs like a red balloon soggy with lack of air, dust collecting on the 
sticky rubber, three days after a birthday party.
 I read in here that they closed Alcatraz partly because it was starting to drive the guys 
mad.  The standing there on that god forsaken rock and still being able to see San Francisco and 
Berkeley and all the ragged hippy love and being able to smell the yuppie money.  The corner of 
a paradise seen through the links of a fence.  When these gangs burned the city so far down and 
the music started to rise from its ashes--they’re pressing that shit to wax and taking it right to the 
bank--I start to know how they feel.
 But listen.  So you know, it wasn’t much of a runaway I guess.  And so pretty soon, about 
halfway onto the bridge one leg goes flying into the back of the other.  I’m sure that 
weightlessness would have felt ok, that loss of control, if sheer terror wasn’t screaming in my 
ear.   A pig’s blood sound echoing in the slaughterhouse of my head.  Louder with every kick to 
the gut and crack to the head.  I’m not sure if I stayed in it or blacked out, eyes shut so tight or 
not seeing at all.  But things went dead.  I’m not sure if they were speaking Spanish or I was dull 
with the fog of dream but I couldn’t understand a thing.  Only initial glimpses of sneakers and 
jeans.
 Exhales like cars dipping over speed bumps.  I stayed face down when reality came back.  
They had stopped, muttering to each other.  I didn’t so much as flinch.  But I started to recognize 
the yellow PF Flyers on one of the guys.  And then the scraping metal turn.  I couldn’t move and 
didn’t want to.  Those bangers scraped off and a hint of recognition came to me.  I yelled Lucky! 
and could see a flinch but he didn’t turn around.  But they must have made it back before the 
bridge broke with the street and we were hanging off the edge.
 I waited until the bridge had stopped turning and then I opened my eyes and dragged my 
legs under me.  I had to lift my tongue so it didn’t touch any part of my busted mouth.  It was so 
cut up, right.  It only healed after several weeks in here.  I got up and tried to stretch but my gut 
felt like a trampoline.  I didn’t notice it at first because it was so quiet up there.  So I found Theo 
and helped him up.  His jaw looked really loose and he was limping on his left foot.  They had 
even knocked his Converse off.  He left it on the ground and without a word we walked to the 
railing and looked out off the plank onto the river.
 I wondered if he thought about jumping too.
 The hardest part was explaining the whole thing to Dad.  He looked so out of place on the 
other side, hardly able to hold the telephone in his hand but he made me tell him the whole thing, 
what I did when I left that bridge.
 He sat there scratching his beard as I told him how I went straight to Miss Rainey’s, the 
pain in my gut so harsh that I had to squeeze in on one side, hobbling down the blocks to her 
building like an ant.  I didn’t meet anybody on the streets and I hardly looked up.  My breathing 
was light and I clenched my teeth so hard my jaw throbbed.  While I was moving I could only 
keep one thing in mind, getting to where I was going.  I didn’t listen, I didn’t think, I didn’t see, I 
just made myself move.
 Dad didn’t say much.  Didn’t ask his usual minuscule questions or laugh his laugh.
 I got onto Sedgwick I said, and stood straight up for the first time.  All the streetlights had 
gone out and folks were streaming through the streets.  It was probably one in the morning by 
that point and hellishly dark but there was a crowd of people.  Young folks mostly, denim and 
sneakers but some old guys too.  I accidentally bumped into a man with a grey goatee who told 
me to watch myself in these parts this time of night but my ribs ached to badly to respond.
 I made it to Miss Rainey’s and climbed the stairs.  I looked down the whole way, knew to 
stop when the stairs switched.  I knocked and no answer so I tried the door.  It was open.  She 
was in her chair, back to the door.  There was a record spinning on the turntable but I couldn’t 
hear any music.  She wasn’t answering me and I couldn’t tell what hurt worse, my stomach or 
the sinking feeling inside.  And everything in grey.
 I moved to her chair and knew it before I saw her that she was dead too.
 Dad only nodded when I told him this.  Confused when I told him how I moved to the 
turntable and, with the volume on high, could only feel vibrating and only hear the faintest bit of 
bop coming from the stereo.  It was flat and tinny, the overwhelming silence the moment after a 
train passes.  No color, no blazing thanksgiving of sound and color.  Just a melody and a rhythm 
and nothing else.  I thought I was going deaf but I guess they knocked something loose when 
they beat the holy shit out of me.  Dad laughed for a minute and then caught himself.
 “Don’t know what you’ve got it’s gone eh?”
 I’ll never forgive him for that.  But he was right.  I didn’t have it anymore.  Sound was a 
color and color is just a memory.
 So I burned the building down.
 The cops came pretty quickly.  I had slipped out after soaking Miss Rainey’s scarf, that 
was still on the needles in her hand, in rubbing alcohol I found in the bathroom and burned that 
whole room full of books and crosswords and Miss Rainey.
 I limped down the stairs with a trail of smoke following me.  There was a party going on 
next door, must have explained all the people in the street.  There was a basement entrance to the 
party in the building next door and I descended into the dank black underground.  Greyscale 
limbs writhing, thrown at contorted angles and blending with their partners and with the mass of 
them descending into the dark space.  The music was playing, I’m sure, but I couldn’t hear it, 
just a thong of folks snapping in and out.  I wasn’t sure if the smoke I smelled was cigarettes or 
what followed me from the building.
 The more I looked at the dancing bodies, the louder the music became.  Drums swamping 
the place, twirling sunless loops around the sweating floor.  The pain in my leg was throbbing 
more and more and I realized that I was tapping my foot without knowing, aggravating it.
 And the cops arrived.  Not sure if they were there for the party or for the building, but 
bodies stopped charming the music out of the speakers went streaming out the door.  Someone 
must have seen me come out of the door of the burning building because I was snagged as soon 
as I hobbled up the steps from the basement.  I went willingly, too disoriented to fight against 
anything or anyone who had an idea of where I should go.  The flames must have toppled my 
tower by then.
 In the Jewish faith, you sit shiva for a week after a loved one dies.  Its been 7 years.  I sit 
here quietly as the city explodes with ashy sounds pieced together from Miss Rainey and Mom.  
Mom died a few days after I was arrested, I never saw her in the hospital.  I was being detained 
down at the courthouse awaiting my hearing.  They were trying to pin me for manslaughter, 
didn’t believe me that she was dead when I found her, that I knew her.  The charge stuck.
 So here I am.  They keep reissuing me a new orange jumpsuit every time I rip a patch 
over my heart.  My torn heart.  All the new folks come in here trying to rap to Miss Rainey’s 
burning body. I don’t step to them though.  For good behavior they let me do some crosswords.  I 
ask Dad for help when he comes to visit.  
 I still remember one of the first times he came and how he told me the story about Mom 
being pregnant with me.
 Before you were born, when your Mom was all sorts of pregnant and couldn’t reach her 
toes, you know what she did?  She made me paint her nails.”  He wiped some sweat from his 
brow.  “We were sitting in the living room, same apartment.  And so we’re sitting there on the 
carpet, your mother doing a crossword while I’m fiddling with the knob on the radio, trying to 
get The Maltese Falcon show without the static, before we had a tv, remember? of course you 
don’t, and your mom looks up at me.  So immediately I’m trying to think of all the three letter 
words for break when she asks me to paint her toenails and plunks her feet right down in my lap.
 He was waving the phone for emphasis so I missed something.
 But listen.  She was nine months pregnant.  I was on furlough from Korea, not sure if 
they were going to send me back and there’s your mother who would stand on the kitchen 
counter trying to change a light bulb on her tip toes, but she can’t even paint her own nails.  So 
there we are, the Maltese Falcon’s just starting, ‘come closer, I want to tell you something’ and 
I’m unscrewing the lid of her polish.
 It must have been the amniotic fluid going to her head or the pain of you scratching 
yourself inside that belly but she wanted me to paint each nail a different color.
 He looks at his nails, fingers bent like a claw facing him.  Probably why you turned out 
that way.
 Everyone always told me that I looked like Mom, but as I look through the glass at Dad I 




 I don’t know how to finish this.  I got your email and hope you don’t mind if I respond 
via letter--there’s a literary sensibility tugging at my sleeve that I can’t shake off.  Which I guess 
is the reason I’m writing in the first place.
 I used to dream about the mock Eiffel Tower in Guatemala City.  We drove past it on the 
way to the concert on my last night in town two years ago.  I dreamed that I was the architect and 
after I’d finished the replica a worker noticed we’d built the thing on top of a pit--on air under a 
hole as deep as the tower was tall.
 That dream was so vivid and I was so hungry that night, the last time I remember playing 
music with you.  I don’t know why we missed dinner, lack of time or money, but we had drank 
enough to quell the ache.  And when the guitarists had had their say, I took a turn and played 
with you and the band.  I couldn’t tell what key it was in and had to ask you.
 The next day, as I was getting into the cab to fly home, I kept trying to catch your eye to 
do a Mayan tradition you taught me--a closed fist with the thumb to the forehead--a thank you 
for wisdom imparted. I couldn’t catch your eye in the current of the parade that was flowing by 
us.  I stood there in front of the taxi with my hand to my head and watched you drift away.
 We had been doing capioeria in an abandoned lot as the parade started and I sang and 
watched you play from the edge of the cipher.  But then you put your arm on my shoulder and 
told me we were next.
 I crouched down and we cartwheeled in, playing slow for a while.  I was trying to stay 
loose.  You must have been biding your time.  After I came down from a handstand you 
vanished. When I found you, you were ducking, with one foot kicking into my sternum, a dusty 
imprint of your foot left on my shirt.
 I didn’t wipe it off as I bucked down the pothole filled streets in the midday traffic.
 But it was a different kind of hunger on this trip.  
 I was mostly eating that peanut butter I got on the bus with the loaf of Wonder bread until 
it partially dissolved when my bag got wet.
 After John Paul and I came back from Robert Johnson’s grave he told me that he would 
take me to a Chinese buffet that had his favorite sweet and sour chicken.
 It was foul.  And I ate it up.
 We said goodbye in the parking lot, vowing that we would have another trip together.  
But after I hoofed it down the highway to my motel next to the oil mill, feeling like I’d been 
kicked in the chest, I hoped to God that I wouldn’t ever have to do something like this again.
 I drew the curtains, bolted the door, and put the complimentary towel under the crack to 
free me from the curdle of the oil mill.  I could feel the hook of apprehension I had felt coming 
down on the bus be tagged out by confusion and sadness.
 In the dark on the floor with that fluish ache I wondered what ritual I had undergone now 
that I had passed through Greenwood and paid my respects to a grave that marks more myth than 
man.  What new stitches had I made here on the most threadbare of trips for American white 
dudes?  And why did I take it if I knew that it would be contrived?
 For the first time on the trip, loneliness began to seep in to my spoiled stomach.  JP was 
gone.  I wondered how he left and what made his stomach catch as he drove from town to town?  
Or was he cruising on a wave of untroubled waters.
 He told me he was here because loved rock music and was respectfully visiting the place 
that produced it.  And as for me?  I had opened up the flood gates, letting origin and race and 
class and self worth get in the mix.
 Then took advantage of the movement this status gave me to fool myself into thinking the 
South was a museum piece for the blues.
 I was co-opting a history to use as a foundation, both crutch and compass, to reassure me 
in my wandering that there was an anchor at the end of this musical line.
 But there was something waiting for me in Hopson commissary just as there was for the 
bluesmen and sharecroppers of a bygone era.  The difference is that mine is lurking in the 
shadow of that Elvis flag and the other is fused into the stone and the wood and the foundation of 
the place.
 So I’ve got some building to catch up on.
 
 I turned all this over and resolved to go outside.  The sun hadn’t quite set and I figured 
I’d get at least an hour before dark.
 I had just made it out of the mill’s stench when I was lost.  Trying to time my walk to the 
train station for tomorrow morning, I was at the mercy of Google Maps.  So I stopped a woman 
raking leaves in her yard and asked her which way Yazoo St. was.
 She’d never heard of it but told me she’d give me a ride.  We made for her car but pulled 
up short to tell me she wasn’t going to mug me, was I going to mug her?  Waving her garden 
spade for emphasis.  I assured her I wasn’t and got into her bench seat Buick.  The car was 
littered with trash, and a paperback bible with warped pages slid across the dash as we pulled 
out.  She showed me where the Amtrak was, at the end of a dusty and boarded up Main st.  and 
then drove me straight back to my motel.
 I wasn’t fit to be walking around like this she said.  I wasn’t sure if it wasbecause it was 
getting dark, that I was white, or because I looked too haggard, but I just thanked her, went into 
my room and didn’t leave until the sun came up.
 Something had snapped in that $35 motel room.  I had stopped looking.  High tide had 
ended and I could feel my head ebbing back to the north and my body would soon follow.
 The trip kind of unraveled from there.  A moment in New Orleans to wander the French 
quarter in the soft, slanting sun, to feel small next to the Mississippi, and to catch a contact from 
the homeless man smoking a joint next to me.
 Before I started home, I stretched out on the grass at the bottom of our country’s longest 
river and took a nap.
 It was my way of marking the day.  Its advice that you gave me, Zach, when I came home 
crying after my first semester at college.  And you, my sage, counseled me to pick a spot and go 
to it everyday to mark my time and fold into a ritual.
 I stopped going to that spot Sophomore year when I felt more settled, not needing to 
retract into my turtle shell once I felt comfortable elsewhere.
 I worry that the same might happen now.  That if I settle, that if my delicate soul no 
longer stretches thin to the outer bounds of my solarplexis when I think about writing and music, 
I won’t return in my mind to the snow traced roads leading into Clarksdale or the cottonfields 
swollen with migrated birds in Tutwiler.
 But what worries me more and is entwined in my mind is that, even as I sit here writing 
to you on pen and pad, that I will have to return to the computer screen to send this to you.
 I took refuge yesterday and laid down on a backless stone bench with this carved into the 
stone:
 If you tasted it, it would first taste bitter,
 then briny, then surely burn your tongue.
 It is like what we imagine knowledge to be:
 dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free
 drawn from the cold hard mouth
 of the world, derived from the rocky breasts
 forever, flowing and drawn, and since
 our knowledge is historical, flowing and flown.
I wonder if that free and salty knowledge was rushing past me on the banks of the river or if it is 
dancing somewhere between the light and shadow on that bench on campus.
 I don’t know.
 And I don’t know if I tasted anything down there or everything but I’m still hungry.
 I’d eat these words and I’d eat that bench but I’d still wonder if I’d come close to the 
mouth or those breasts of an abstract truth.  And I still can’t bring myself to change that first 
Robert Johnson story.
 As I boarded the plane to come back to New York and sat down in a window seat halfway 
down the aisle, I stared out a double paned window to look at my reflection look at it’s reflection 
traced over the barren fields beyond.  
 And it is this that makes me so anxious, big brother.  That there is an antiquarian impulse 
in me to hide in the grooves of records made years ago, to dig into the past to hide out from the 
irony and self-awareness of the manicured facebook projections of ourselves and the vibrating I 
feel in my pocket even when my cell phone isn’t ringing.  But I can’t.  For better or for worse.  
I’m still trapped in the reflections of that window, trying to parse my own self from the landscape 
around it.  So why then have I asked you and the other readers to sift through the fiction and non-
fiction that I want more than anything to help me fight this looming post-modern dread yet  their 
lopsided metaphysics might only serve to aggravate those feelings.
 I think of you every time I put pen to pad now.  Its an imperfect medium, you’re right.  Its 
lonely and its hard, but maybe at its best it can show us in and then push through those windows.
 I can’t give up on it for music like you did.  Or maybe it was never a choice.  But if I let it 
slip, I’ll fall into that void under the Guatemalan Eiffel tower and be done with it.
 I went to MS to convince myself that there’s a continuity to all this American music and 
I’m writing to you to try and push these American words into a long needed embrace with my 
American desires.
 When I sent you the first part of this thesis, you wrote: “reading this makes me realize 
how much I take for granted our relationship and simply assume that my enormous love and 
respect for you resounds at frequencies more powerful than my own obsession with being right.”
 And it does.  But I have some catching up to do--I don’t know if I can show myself that 
resounding love in your absence.  But without this fear and desire to push me, where would I be?  
What frequencies would I write on?  And how would I understand the impulses and anxieties that  
have taken you to Guatemala?
 You make me wonder, Zach, if music is a shovel or a shield.  Are these words blocking 
out what music could express?  But how can I know that the earth you turn in song reveals an 
abstract truth to you when we stand on different countries’ soil?
 If you want to know this blues, big brother, come find yourself in the land where it, and 
we, were born.
I love you.
Your youngest brother,
Connor
--4 May 2011
Poughkeepsie NY
